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Preface 


I am a first-generation immigrant and a proud American. I came to 
America in January 1985 as a graduate student. Like most immigrants to 
America, I brought with me little money ($100 to be exact) but a big am- 
bitious heart. In the next six years, I studied very hard, supporting myself 
with a scholarship and odd jobs at a restaurant and a bookstore. To com- 
plement my formal schooling, I also took every opportunity to visit vari- 
ous institutions that make up the vital parts of American society, in or- 
der to study and understand the country that I admired. I sat through 
church services and court trials, visited farms and state penitentiaries, 
toured TV stations and newspapers offices, and volunteered in retire- 
ment centers. 

I received my master’s degree in a year and a halfand my Ph.D. in five 
years. Today, I have a happy family life and I teach as a professor at a 
beautiful college in southern Minnesota. Happy as I am, I still often 
wake up in the middle of the night and find myself reliving my tor- 
mented past, a life full of struggle and despair, and yet, a life that sharp- 
ened my determination to succeed and made me appreciate the opportu- 
nities in the land of the free. 

es 
It took mea long time to make up my mind about whether to write this 
book and to divulge the secrets that I had harbored in my heart for many 
years. The decision was agonizing because the book will almost certainly 
upset my parents; it may even cause them to regret that they had ever 
given birth to me. Having been revolutionaries all their lives, they will be 
angry and hurt because I have committed the ultimate crime asa revolu- 
tionary: I have rebelled against the Great Leader, Chairman Mao, and 
have become an anti-revolutionary despite their lifelong teachings. 

Without a doubt, my “treachery” will be unbearably painful and dis- 
appointing to my parents, since they had every reason to believe that I 
would grow up to be a perfect revolutionary, having been born and 
brought up in a family full of dedicated revolutionaries. Both my grand- 
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father and granduncle were revolutionaries who fought against the Qing 
(China's last dynasty) and the foreign devils. My parents were life-long 
communist revolutionaries who fought against the Japanese and the 
nationalists in World War II. And they had decided that I would be a 
revolutionary even before I was conceived. At their wedding ceremony 
shortly after the founding of the People’s Republic, my parents vowed in 
front of the portrait of the Great Leader and a roomful of guests that all 
their children would follow the Great Leader, and declared that they had 
chosen a revolutionary name for their first baby. “Fan,” my given name, 
means “ordinary—one of millions of working people,” because only the 
working people could be true revolutionaries. I was brought up in the 
“Big Courtyard,” the headquarters of the People’s Liberation Army at 
the west end of Beijing, and was sent, at the age of three, to the Flying 
Wing School, an elite boarding school for the children of communist 
officials. From the moment I entered the kindergarten there, I had been 
taught all the right thoughts, all the thoughts a little revolutionary 
needed to know: love of the Great Leader, love of communism, and ha- 
tred of capitalism. And before each class, we sang revolutionary songs. 
From the very beginning, I was a diligent and dutiful student and had 
a gift for revolutionary words. My parents and my teacher told me so 
when they read the little revolutionary essays I wrote in the second grade. 
The teacher read the essays to the whole class, and later my mother men- 
tioned proudly that with my gift I could one day become a high-ranking 
Communist Party official. 

Yet, despite my gift for revolutionary words and the best efforts of my 
parents and teachers, my tree did not blossom with revolutionary flowers 
as expected. In this long process of indoctrination, something went 
wrong and an “evil power” sneaked into my mind and controlled my 
thoughts, a power that was greater than that of the golden words of the 
Great Leader. Even at a young age, I recognized the “evil” thing right 
away—it was called “personal ambition” at the purgation sessions and 
had been condemned most rigorously over and over again. It was the 
most dangerous thought a revolutionary could have, I was told—a 
thought that goes against everything a true revolutionary is supposed to 
stand for. A true revolutionary should be completely selfless, free of per- 
sonal ambition, and should obey only the call of the Communist Party 
and the call of the Great Leader. But I was powerless against the “evil 
power” because I wanted to have a successful life. I began to play at being 
a perfect little revolutionary while deceiving all the people around me 
and working only for my personal ambition. Although I was shouting 
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slogans to sacrifice my life for the Great Leader and to bea selfless, name- 
less solder for the revolution, I had no intention of doing so at all; even 
worse, I deliberately used those revolutionary slogans to further the goals 
of my ambition. In doing so, I rebelled against even my own given name: 
I was not content to be “Fan,” one in a million, and not content to accept 
the fate that the Great Leader and the Communist Party assigned me. 
But I could not help it and will not apologize for it. I did it in such a de- 
ceiving manner because that was the only way “I,” my individual spirit, 
could have lived. 

Apart from the pain that I would cause my parents, there is another 
reason I hesitated to write this book: it is the embarrassment and shame 
that I felt when I reflected on what I had done during the years of the 
Cultural Revolution. I felt embarrassed and ashamed not because I had 
succumbed to the command of personal ambition and had used decep- 
tive means to advance my personal goals, but because I had participated 
in anumber of cruel and destructive actions while playing the little revo- 
lutionary. No doubt readers will find some of my actions cruel and de- 
testable. They are indeed cruel and detestable, even though I did them 
mostly when I was still a naive revolutionary who was taught that no ac- 
tion against an enemy was too cruel. They will remain a painful chapter 
in my life. 

In addition to the pain to my parents and to the shame to myself, there 
is yet a third concern that agonized me about writing this book: it is the 
potential danger such a book poses to my family and friends still in 
China, even though this is a purely personal story and not an account of 
a historical event or a commentary on China today. To mitigate possible 
trouble with the authorities there, I have changed some people’s names 
in the book, and I want to hereby declare unequivocally that nobody— 
not my parents, not my friends, not my teachers—but myself is to blame 
for my becoming a little anti-revolutionary and for all the statements I 
made and the actions I took in the book. 

Iam deeply indebted to many people for my survival and my eventual 
victory, but I want to dedicate this book especially to these friends Gu 
Junde, Master Peng Yulin, Master Nan Bogin, and Clever Zhao, friends 
from my childhood and young adulthood who provided subtle catalysts 
that had changed the course of my life in significant ways. It is sad that 
none of them will ever see this book (they are all dead), but they are at 
least partially responsible for its existence. 


Acknowledgments 


First of all, I want to thank countless friends in the Big Courtyard in Bei- 
jing, in Shaanxi Province, in the 5702 factory in Xi’an, in Lanzhou, in 
Tanggu, and in Tianjin. I would not have survived without their friend- 
ship and help. 

Some people, though, deserve to be singled out by name—Judith 
Blatchford, Dan and Mary Louis Meissner, Paul Olson, Linda Pratt, Ly- 
nette Reini-Grandell, Julie Rodakowski, Gail Sauter, Kathy Schatzberg, 
Ann Whelan, Warren and Ginny Wong, Virginia Wright-Peterson, my 
parents, my sister, and my brother. Their love, friendship, and aid have 
helped me through countless troubled times. As for my parents, I hope I 
will bring no more trouble to them. 

I want to thank Michael Wreen, my good friend, Bob Silverstein, my 
able agent, and especially Ladette Randolph, my insightful editor, for 
their numerous and invaluable editorial suggestions. 

Finally, I want to thank my wife, Zhang Wei, for her love, which made 
the completion of this book possible. 


I Fire 


I1 “Burn the Old World!” 


“Wowu—Wowu—Wowu’’—the cicadas on the poplar trees outside my 
window had been singing their labored, slow songs for hours, and for all 
that time, I had been lying restlessly on a wet reed mat, sweating and 
waiting impatiently for my father to hum his way out the door. The sum- 
mer had started unusually early in 1966. With sultry air pouring in 
through the open window, the apartment seemed hotter by the minute. 
Although I never liked the torturous naps, my suffering on that day in 
May was particularly keen because I was afraid that I would miss out on 
a most important event of the Cultural Revolution to be held at my 
school that afternoon. 

I dont know how many times I craned my neck over the desk and 
glanced at the old rusty wall clock, which had an ugly rooster scampering 
around its face to indicate the hours and minutes. The rooster must have 
been distracted by the bewitching songs of cicadas or the sweltering heat 
and forgotten its duty. For all the monotonous songs I had suffered 
through since my last glance, the silly creature had barely budged a mea- 
sly step each time I looked up. Twelve is not an age of patience. 

Even though my father, Col. Shen Nang, knew the Cultural Revolu- 
tion had begun and that a big event was happening that afternoon at my 
school, he still insisted on living our old daily routine, which included a 
mandatory afternoon nap. I felt the whole world was flying by while I 
was imprisoned in my room, wasting time listening to the silly songs of 
cicadas. 

The ugly rooster on the rusty clock finally strutted to five minutes to 
two. I heard the off-key notes of “The Red Army March,” which was my 
father’s favorite song. It became louder in the hall and then faded at the 
front door. Shortly after, I heard the long-awaited “Da, da, da—Da,” a 
coded knock at the door. I rushed over and threw the door open, and was 
so glad to see the square figure of my friend Baby Dragon standing at the 
door. On the floor by his feet stood a bulging green army satchel. 

“Are you ready, Fan Shen?” he asked, beads of sweat hanging from his 


4 FIRE 


fat chin. He lived in the same apartment building and must have been 
waiting outside for a long time. 

“They've already started, hurry!” He panted and wiped his wet hands 
on his shorts. 

“Shhh, don’t wake up my sister,” I said. “She'll give us a lot of trouble 
if she wakes up.” My sister was two years younger than I, and was an avid 
reader. She would certainly get mad if she knew what I was about to do 
to her books. Rushing around the room noiselessly, I pulled most of the 
books from the shelf and stuffed them into a canvas satchel. Heaving the 
heavy bag over my shoulders, I could feel the straps cutting deep into my 
flesh, but I paid no attention to the pain. I nodded to my friend, and we 
walked swiftly out the door. 

It was a short walk from our apartment building to the schoolyard. We 
soon reached the low stone wall surrounding the soccer field of our 
school. As we walked along the wall, we could hear loudspeakers broad- 
casting a revolutionary march inside the wall and see a fog of velvety 
black flakes of ash gently falling down in the air. My body reacted excit- 
edly to the sound of the revolutionary march and my steps quickened au- 
tomatically. “Hurry up,” I shouted to my friend, who was trailing be- 
hind. As soon as we rounded the corner, I saw a spectacular sight at the 
center of the soccer field: a giant heap of books, almost two stories high, 
was engulfed in flames and sparks, which whirled and danced toward the 
sky. Around the fire, dozens of people, mostly my fellow students, were 
busy throwing books onto the blazing heap. I had never seen a big fire 
before, and the sight of the orange flames and the smell of smoke in the 
air made my heart pound with excitement. The shrilling revolutionary 
march pouring from the loudspeakers and several gigantic red banners 
strung across the spectator stand added to the excitement of the scene. 
The banners bore the slogans of the Cultural Revolution and the pur- 
pose of the current fiery campaign: 

“THE NEW SOCIETY WILL BE BUILT ON THE ASHES OF 
THE OLD!” 

“BURN THE FEUDAL RELICS!” 

“BURN THE SENTIMENTAL BOURGEOIS CULTURE” 

In the stands, sitting below the giant banner, a large group of younger 
students were clapping their hands and singing the Great Leader’s song 
“Harden Our Hearts.” 

Baby Dragon and I walked to the edge of the fire. The heat was so in- 
tense I could feel it bake my face. I set the bag down on the gray ash- 
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covered ground and pulled out the first book from the bag. It was enti- 
tled A Dolls Adventures, a children’s classic I had read a dozen times. I 
hurled the volume as far as I could and watched with satisfaction as the 
book landed, burst into flame, and quickly disappeared in the fireball. 
Beside me, in the style of throwing grenades, Baby Dragon pitched in 
three thick hard-covered volumes in quick succession and set off three 
small explosions of black ashes and sparks. 

“What are they?” I asked. 

“That infamous feudal relic— The Dream of the Red Chamber,” Baby 
Dragon replied breathlessly. He bent down again to scoop another heavy 
set of books out of the satchel. 

“Don't throw everything in at once,” I cautioned. “Save some fun for 
later.” 

Baby Dragon straightened up and grinned. We both watched happily 
as the pages of his famous eighteenth-century novel curled up one by 
one, blackened, and then danced as glowing embers and charred flakes. 
Looking around, we watched other people pitching in books. Despite 
the heat and sweat, everybody was smiling and the whole scene was like 
the Lantern Festival held once a year on this soccer field. 

A few feet from us, a small girl, perhaps four or five, toddled forward 
with a big book. “Go on, Little Flower,” urged her father, a man with 
thick glasses. “Yes, Little Revolutionary, go on!” I shouted to the little 
girl. She heaved the book toward the blaze with all her might. But the 
book was too heavy and it plopped to the ground just outside the reach 
of the flames. The girl made a helpless step toward the book but was 
scooped up by her father. 

“Allow me,” Baby Dragon said. He had always liked to perform such 
little heroic acts. Pulling down his shirt to shield his face from the heat, 
he crawled on all fours toward the fire and bravely extracted the volume 
from the edge of the fire. He flipped over the volume and, with false sad- 
ness on his face, showed me the title. It was a collection of two years 
worth of issues of The Young Scientist, bound in black leather. He knew 
the volume would be of some interest to me, since I was considered a sci- 
ence whiz in our school. 

“Should I?” he opened his mouth wide and asked. 

“Does it have a red cover?” I asked back. And we all knew the answer. 
Only the Great Leader’s books have red covers and thus the right to live. 
“No red cover, no pardon!” I said, smiling and pointing to the fire. 

“Yeees, Comrade Shen!” Baby Dragon said in an exaggerated revolu- 
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tionary tone and gave me an army salute. He turned around, clutched 
the heavy book in both hands, rotated on his heels as if beginning a 
hammer-throw, and flung the book to the top of the bonfire. 

“Good job!” said a familiar nasal voice behind us. With the voice, the 
angular shape of our friend Snivel emerged, his usually sallow face glow- 
ing with sweat and his eyes shining with wild excitement. Aided by the 
heat, the streams of mucus under his nose—for which he was famous 
throughout school—were longer than usual and already extended past 
his parched lips. He was a year older than we, having failed the third 
grade once, but he was a street-smart kid and a good friend who knew 
how to have fun. He dropped on the ground two bundles of books tied 
with twine. 

“Burn! Burn! Burn! Let’s burn the whole world!” he said and sniffed at 
the smoke as if savoring the delicious aroma of a freshly roasted Peking 
duck. He kicked the strings loose, picked out a hardback book, and bal- 
anced it carefully on one foot. 

“Watch this, Fan Shen!” he said. He took a step forward, flicked his 
leg, and kicked the book high in the air. Its arced trajectory made it look 
like a small missile. When it came down, it slammed into the ashes and 
generated a whooshing boom and an impressive mushroom cloud of 
burning embers. 

Following Snivel’s example, we kicked the books high and enjoyed 
their explosive landings. Volume after volume, books went up in flames. 
The warmth of the flames had an intoxicating effect on all of us, and we 
worked tirelessly to stoke the fire to make it go higher and higher. The gi- 
ant fire gave me a sense of power, a power so invincible that I felt as if we 
could extend it without limit and conquer the world tomorrow, as the 
revolutionary slogans said. 

The bonfire burned the whole afternoon and into the night. Its flames 
sometimes looked like a red hand waving in the inky evening sky, beck- 
oning and enchanting us to bring more books to it. We obeyed its com- 
mand. Baby Dragon and I went back home one more time and brought 
more books to it. I burned everything on my bookshelf. Even though I 
loved books as a child, I loved the fire and the revolution more. The 
teachers told us that except for the red-covered books, almost all the 
other books were bourgeois (we learned the word “bourgeois” in kinder- 
garten and knew it was a very bad word) and must be burned. I even 
burned some of my father’s technical books. I figured that he probably 
would not be mad at me because he had not used those books for years 
and had once mentioned selling them. 
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I got home that night around midnight, thirsty, hungry, and tired, 
but still feeling warm and excited from the fire. My parents were waiting 
for me in the hall when I entered, and from my father’s face I thought I 
was in big trouble. He must have found out that I had burned some of 
his technical books. “I was out doing revolution at school,” I told them 
right away, hoping to ward off their anger. “We burned all the bourgeois 
books today. And we have started a big revolution.” Surprisingly, my par- 
ents’ faces cleared up and they did not scold me for coming back so late. 
The word revolution seemed to have a magical effect on them. Upon 
hearing the word, my father said it was all right and he did not need those 
technical books any more and my mother smiled and said that she was 
proud of me for burning all those bourgeois books. “Let me cook some 
egg noodles for the hungry little revolutionary,” she said and tenderly 
rubbed my head. Revolution, I realized that night, had made me their 
equal, their comrade. My sister did not speak to me for two days for 
burning her books, but I made it up to her by giving her my favorite pen 
that my aunt Zan Mei brought back for me from Moscow. 

My parents were naturally proud that I became a revolutionary at a 
young age. They were proud that I carried on the family tradition. The 
tradition started with my paternal grandfather, Shen Tiansheng, who 
joined the Boxer Rebellion in 1900 when he was not yet fourteen. He was 
born in the south in a big poor peasant family with eight children (he 
was the second son) but moved to Beijing during a famine in the 1890s. 
He became a pushcart driver as soon as he turned eleven to help support 
the family. When the Boxers rose up and killed foreign missionaries in 
Beijing, he and his older brother joined their siege of the foreign embas- 
sies in the downtown. They fought bravely for two months, until the re- 
bellion was crushed by the troops of eight imperialist countries. When 
Beijing was lost, his brother was captured and beheaded by the Russian 
troops, but my grandpa escaped to Shanghai, where he settled down and 
was married. Through hard work, he eventually became a postmaster 
and made a comfortable living. In 1938, after the Japanese invaded 
China, he secretly joined the Communist Party and began providing in- 
telligence to communist guerrillas who were fighting the Japanese. Just 
before the end of World War II, he was arrested by the Japanese. “They 
tortured Grandpa and put Grandpa on the tiger bench and broke one of 
his legs,” my mother told me. “He fainted twice, but he was so brave that 
he did not say anything, just like those heroes in movies.” Grandpa was 
later rescued by his friends, who had connections to local gangsters. Af- 
ter the communists took over the country in 1949, he became a deputy 


8 FIRE 


mayor of Shanghai. When he died of illness in 1958, he was honored with 
a state funeral, and even the Great Leader sent a personal wreath, which 
was a point of pride for my parents. “Td be happy to die any day,” my 
mother said jokingly one day, “if only I could get a wreath from the 
Great Leader.” 

My father’s revolutionary career started even earlier, at the age of 
twelve. When the Japanese bombed Shanghai and started invading 
southern China in 1938, my grandfather took my father on a secret jour- 
ney out of the city. They traveled in a donkey cart all night, passed sev- 
eral Japanese checkpoints, and arrived at a mountain village by dawn. 
There, after a breakfast at a country inn, Grandpa left my father with 
two “uncles” and returned to his family in Shanghai. The two “uncles” 
were actually officers from a communist guerrilla organization. They 
took my father to a guerrilla camp deep in the mountain that day, gave 
him a small rifle, and made him a soldier. For the next seven years, my 
father fought the Japanese with the guerrillas and did not see his family 
until the end of the war. Although he told me very little about his 
fighting, I knew he fought bravely in battles. In the closet in his bed- 
room, I was very excited one day to find a small pamphlet printed by the 
army entitled “The Stories of Shen Nang: An Army Hero” and learn that 
my father had been wounded twice, awarded several medals, and pro- 
moted to captain when he was barely eighteen. “He was the youngest 
colonel in the Big Courtyard when we moved here in 1959,” my mother 
told me proudly. 

My mother also joined the revolution young. She was born to a com- 
fortable intellectual family in Shanghai. Her father, my grandpa (whom 
I never met), was a professor of Chinese literature in Tongji University in 
Shanghai, but he was paralyzed during a treacherous trip out of the city 
during a Japanese air raid. He and his students were hiding in a rice 
paddy for four days in the pouring rain when he suffered acute rheuma- 
tism and was carried back by his students. He never got out of bed again 
and died fifteen years later. Impoverished after my grandfather’s illness, 
my mother and her older sister, Zan Mei, left the family and joined 
the Communist Army together in 1948. My mother was fifteen. Like my 
father, she became an ardent communist and worked selflessly for the 
Communist Party. In the army, she worked as a radio operator, and was 
eventually promoted to be a lieutenant. Right before the end of the civil 
war that led to the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, 
my mother met my father in the army, and found him a perfect match as 
a revolutionary. 
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Both my mother and my father were the kind of true revolutionaries 
that I often read about in books, the kind of people who do not hesitate 
to sacrifice anything personal for the cause of the state and the Party. 
When I was still young, mother told me, without any regret, that she 
often had to leave me in the middle of breastfeeding to rush to work. 
“You cried so hard and so pitifully that your nanny cried with you too,” 
she said, smiling and very proud. She was a revolutionary first, and a 
mother second. And she’s proud of that, as all revolutionaries were in 
those years. “Your father is an even better revolutionary,” she said with 
real admiration. “He was an army inspector when you and your sister 
were born, and when I was giving birth to you, he went away on business 
and came back when you were a month old. I walked two miles by myself 
to the hospital to give birth to you.” As a good revolutionary, she ac- 
cepted such sacrifice as simply something a revolutionary must do. 

I knew these family stories since the very beginning of my memory, 
so I did not feel strange at all when I officially joined the revolution at 
my young age. On the day we burned all the books, I was full of enthusi- 
asm and hope. I was glad that my revolution, for which I had been pre- 
pared for years, had come, and I jumped into it with all my youthful 
energy and conviction. I had no doubt that I, as my grandpa and my par- 
ents had done in the previous revolutions, would become a hero in this 
revolution. 


2 “Long Live the Red Terror!” 


Chairman Mao, the Great Leader, officially launched the Cultural Revo- 
lution in his May 17 proclamation in the People’s Daily, calling for the 
masses to smash the five-thousand-year-old Chinese culture and to rid 
the country of any foreign influence, in order to build a brand new com- 
munist culture. “Power to the Red Guards!” said the Great Leader. “Ex- 
pose and destroy the hidden enemies who have been sleeping among 
your ranks!” ordered the Great Leader. Overnight, people young and 
old all rose at the summons of the Great Leader. After the giant bonfire, 
the fire of the Revolution spread fast and wide throughout the Big 
Courtyard. 

No one could have imagined that such chaos was possible in the Big 
Courtyard, whose buildings were most stern-looking and whose life, for 
adults and children alike, was highly regulated. Situated at the west end 
of the long and wide Eternal Peace Boulevard that runs from east to west 
through the whole city of Beijing, the Big Courtyard is an enclosed com- 
pound with high, solemn gray walls that housed the headquarters of the 
People’s Liberation Army. A square park with short pine trees divides the 
Big Courtyard evenly into two parts: the residential area on the south 
and the business area on the north. The south side is a self-sufficient and 
orderly community, with sixteen identical four-story apartment build- 
ings neatly arranged in four blocks, a hospital, a shopping complex, a 
huge public dining hall where all my friends and I bought our meals 
with food coupons since we were in first grade, and the Flying Wing 
School, which I attended since I was three. This is the whole sphere of my 
childhood and I never knew any freedom growing up in such an orderly 
place. Every minute of my life, from the moment I was awakened in the 
morning to the moment I was put to bed, was carefully planned by my 
parents and teachers. I was not allowed to go outside of the gray wall that 
encircled the Big Courtyard and I never played with children outside. 
Nor was I allowed to go beyond the little park lined with trimmed pine 
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trees to the north side, which is called the “Little Forbidden City” and is 
guarded by soldiers. The north side always seemed to me like a ghost city 
with clean and quiet and empty streets leading to the three cheerless, 
dark-green office buildings on the right, and to several smaller brown 
buildings known as generals’ quarters on the left. 

But in just a few days, the call of the Great Leader turned the quiet and 
orderly Big Courtyard into a big boiling cauldron, and the normal life 
that I had been living was shattered. The adults in the Big Courtyard and 
the senior students at our school formed various Red Guard teams and 
began writing big-letter posters and holding all kinds of rallies around 
the clock. My school was closed the day after we burned the books, and 
we were told to join the revolution. I was overjoyed. No school and a rev- 
olution! Nothing could be better! I especially enjoyed the freedom that I 
suddenly gained from my parents: they became so busy attending meet- 
ings that they were hardly home during the day and were forced to allow 
me more freedom to come and go, as long as I went out to read revolu- 
tionary posters and did not forget to take my sister to the public dining 
hall to eat. 

Having been brought up in a very strict family, I took full advantage 
of my newfound freedom and went out every day to read posters or to 
simply get away from the apartment. No more torturous afternoon naps! 
For many days, I roamed the Big Courtyard with my friends and stood 
among adults reading the innumerable sensational and entertaining 
posters. At the outset of the revolution, the posters were hung in neat 
rows in my school’s classrooms and auditorium, but soon they spread out 
onto any space available. The larger ones were posted on the walls and 
windows of residential buildings or hung from long ropes strung among 
the pine trees in the park, and the smaller ones on lampposts and tree 
trunks. At first, most posters were serious debates among various Red 
Guard “fighting teams,” all of which bore impressive names like “Red 
Iron-Fist Corps,” “The Crimson-Terror Battalion,” and “The Scarlet- 
Blood Regiment.” It was a totally confusing war of words for a twelve- 
year-old like me. For all I could make out, all the Red Guard teams 
claimed to be fighting for the Great Leader, but they could not agree on 
who were the hidden enemies that the Great Leader wanted them to ex- 
pose. Oddly, they seemed to find the hidden enemies in other Red Guard 
teams, and they seemed to hate each other so much that they called each 
other “guards of capitalist dogs” and wanted to chop their opponents 
with “ten thousand knives” as if they were worse than Japanese Devils. 
It is truly amazing, when I think back on those posters, that the Red 
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Guards used so much paper and ink to fight each other when they were 
all comrades under the Great Leader. But in those days, nobody saw the 
ridiculousness of the fight among Red Guard factions. 

Icertainly did not. For quite a few days, I racked my young brain read- 
ing the confusing posters and trying to detect who the real enemy was. 
But the more I read, the more confused I was and, finally, I lost interest in 
the debate and turned my attention to more entertaining posters, which 
started to appear more often. These were amusing exposés of the dirty 
pasts and corrupt lifestyles of members of the opposing factions. One 
such poster gave a graphic account of a young school nurse’s affair with 
an older officer; another detailed the collection of fine clothes and furs 
that our school superintendent had; and a third exposed a math teacher 
who had a taste for imported beer and cigarettes. All of these would be 
silly and insignificant charges today, but were considered grave bour- 
geois offenses in those days. The poster which drew the largest crowd 
exposed a shocking incident about the former chairman, Liu Shaoqi. 
When he visited Indonesia, the poster said, he was invited by Sukarno, 
the president of Indonesia, to watch naked women bathe in a specially 
designed pool with secret observation windows. To this day I don’t know 
if these stories were true or not, but in those days, I believed everything 
in the posters. 

The first few weeks of the revolution went breathtakingly quickly and 
except for a few hours of sleep each night, I was hardly home, not want- 
ing to miss any exciting event of the revolution. During the day, with all 
the seriousness of a little revolutionary, I entertained myself by reading 
sensational stories that grew more bizarre each day. Since the big-letter 
posters had made all the buildings open for inspection, my friends and I 
were allowed into the formerly tightly guarded “Little Forbidden City” 
and into those dark green office buildings to read posters. But the real 
fun was at night. I wolfed down my dinner at the dining hall as quickly 
as I could and ran out with my friends to see “struggle rallies” at my 
school where “capitalists and their running dogs” were paraded and hu- 
miliated. Night after night, my friends and I sat in the front row and 
took in the drama: our old math teacher, with dignified white hair, cry- 
ing and begging for mercy; the superintendent of my school, a middle- 
aged woman, getting her face painted black by Red Guards; and a senior 
student wearing a Red Guard armband collapsing and falling off the 
stage after tearfully shouting revolutionary slogans. 

Not long after the Great Leader’s proclamation, the sultry summer 
temperatures rose exponentially in Beijing, and so did the intensity of 
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the revolution. The attendance at the nightly “struggle rallies” swelled 
quickly from a few dozen to several thousand. In late June I attended 
three massive “ten-thousand-man” rallies, which brought Red Guards 
from all over Beijing to the Big Courtyard. A gigantic open stage was 
hastily constructed on the soccer field just for these rallies. 

The first mass rally was against General Luo, the former Chief of Staff 
of the People’s Liberation Army, who the Red Guards said was a hidden 
traitor. As usual, before the rally began, my friends Baby Dragon and 
Snivel and I worked our way through the legs of adults and found a per- 
fect spot directly in the front of the stage. Sitting in a sea of red—red 
flags, red armbands, red banners with slogans—I was very excited and 
was very eager to do my part to fight the enemy who had been hiding in 
the army for so many years. When the rally started in the early evening, 
the general was brought onto the stage by two Red Guards amid a deaf- 
ening roar of revolutionary slogans. He wore white casts on both his legs 
and could not stand on his own. “He tried to jump out of a second-floor 
window, pretending to commit suicide,” a nearby member of the Red 
Guard told us. 

The general was planted in a chair on the stage, but the guards had 
scarcely released their grip and turned their backs when the old man col- 
lapsed and slumped to the ground. In the sharp bluish floodlight, his face 
had turned ghastly white, like a piece of tofu. 

“He is playing dead!” Baby Dragon shouted. 

“Pull him up! Pull him up!” Snivel and I shouted. 

“Pretending to be dead won't save your skin!” the man who just gave 
us the information on the general yelled at his white, lifeless face. 

A soldier with a red armband strutted over and splashed a glass of cold 
water on the ashen face on the ground, but the general barely moved. 
The soldier bent down and pulled the general’s head up by the hair. We 
clapped our hands and laughed at the distorted, ugly face. The old man 
moaned and his jaws flapped mechanically as if he were drowning, gasp- 


ing for air. 

“He knows how to put on a show,” our informant said to us and we 
all laughed. 

“Dont try to fool us,” I shouted to the old man. “Stand up and face 
the people!” 


The soldier propped him up on the chair again. From where we stood, 
we could almost touch the general’s blanched face. His face was so 
haunting in its pallor that many nights after the rally I could still viv- 
idly see the sunken eye sockets, the bluish lips, the chalky skin wrapped 
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around a skeleton, the sweat-soaked dusty green uniform, the half-torn 
insignia, and the trembling hands. Of course, as I gazed at the ghastly 
figure, I felt no pity. 

Now that the target of the rally had been stabilized, the meeting be- 
gan. As with all such rallies, it began with thunderous slogans bellowed 
from loudspeakers. Like a row of gigantic black toads, the loudspeakers 
formed a semicircle around the edge of the stage, barely three yards from 
our faces. The sound from them was so powerful that I could feel each 
syllable strike my face. 

“CONFESSION OR DEATH!” 

“LONG LIVE THE RED TERROR!” 

“LONG LIVE THE GREAT CULTURAL REVOLUTION!” 

We raised our fists and shouted with the loudspeakers. The shouting 
served its purpose. It got our blood boiling and we got more and more 
angry at the enemy sitting before us. One after another, people read in- 
dictment papers and we shouted more slogans after each one. We were 
halfway through the rally when the old general again slipped off the 
chair and slumped to the ground. 

“He’s playing dead again!” My friends and I shouted. “Get him up! 
Get him up!” 

A soldier walked over and tried to pull him back onto the chair. He 
then frowned and checked the old generals pulse. “He’s dead!” he 
shouted to the people in front of the stage. “He’s really dead!” 

We did not believe him. Several people went on stage and checked 
again. But it was true. The man was dead—probably from a heart attack. 

We did not feel sorry for him, though. Revolutionaries, as we were 
taught since childhood, should feel no mercy for enemies. In fact, we be- 
came angrier at him for dying so soon. The rally went on with even 
greater fervor for another hour, and I, along with all the Red Guards, 
shouted slogans at the dead body on the chair, denouncing the general’s 
treacherous final act of escaping the revolution prematurely. It was the 
first time that I saw a dead man, but I did not feel the terror of death, for 
the fervor of the revolutionary fire around me had temporarily removed 
the possibility of fear. 

The target of the second “ten-thousand-man’ rally was the mayor of 
Beijing, Peng Zhen, and the rally was more fun than the first. When 
the mayor was brought on stage, he wore a cream-colored Western suit 
splashed with red paint and a paper stove-pipe hat that was as long as his 
body. His wife, a fat, nondescript woman, was wearing a ridiculously 
tight red dress. The dress was slit up the side to expose her red underwear, 
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and through the tear we could see her plump white thighs. She was also 
wearing high-heeled shoes which were obviously too small for her feet. 
During the rally, several Red Guards shaved half of her head in a “yin- 
yang’ fashion and made her walk about the stage like a prostitute. As she 
staggered on the high heels and wagged her half-shaved head this way 
and that, she looked monstrously comical. We roared with laughter. The 
mayor and his wife were smart people and they did everything they were 
asked to. Both of them knelt down before us and knocked their heads 
loudly on the ground, like grandchildren kowtow to their grandparents 
during Chinese New Year. The audience was amused by their obedience 
and satisfied that they bowed down before the people. As a result of their 
complete submission to the will of the people, the mayor and his wife 
survived the rally without much bodily harm. Strangely, the rally ended 
with everybody in a jocular mood. 

The target of the third massive rally was General Hei, deputy com- 
mander of the army. This was a much more serious rally and had none of 
the comic atmosphere of the previous rally. From the very beginning of 
the rally, we found that we were faced with a hardcore enemy who re- 
fused to submit to the will of the revolutionary people. As soon as he was 
brought on stage, General Hei refused to bow down before the people. 
He was a large and powerful man and when two Red Guards tried to 
press his head down, he struggled fiercely to keep his head up. Finally, 
amid deafening slogans from the loudspeakers, an angry Red Guard 
member leaped onto the stage, slapped the general, tore off his red insig- 
nia, and stripped him to his underwear. We all cheered and applauded. 

“That's right!” Snivel shouted. “Teach him a lesson!” 

“DEATH TO THOSE WHO REFUSE TO BOW DOWN BE- 
FORE THE PEOPLE!” 

“DOWN WITH THE HARDENED ENEMY GENERAL 
HEI!” 

The two announcers shouted angrily over the loudspeakers, and we 
all raised our fists and shouted with them. Blood dripped from the old 
man’s mouth. The general was shocked by the blows and by the thunder- 
ous shouting of thousands of voices. He ceased to struggle and let his 
head be pressed down, but people were not satisfied. “Give him an air- 
plane ride!” someone shouted in the audience. “Yes, an airplane ride! An 
airplane ride!” we all shouted in chorus. Following popular demand, the 
three Red Guards on stage twisted his arms back like the wings of an air- 
plane and forced him to bend over until his face almost touched the 
ground. In just a few minutes, his face became a giant purple raspberry, 
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and a long strand of saliva extended from his mouth onto the stage floor. 
Despite the airplane ride, General Hei was tough and did not beg for 
mercy, and he got more for his stubbornness. 

After the rally, he was paraded around the Big Courtyard in his under- 
wear. A Red Guard tied a rope around his neck and led him around like 
a dog. We followed him all the way and prodded his sides with sticks 
whenever he slowed down. I felt no guilt at all when I thrust my stick into 
the man’s bruised legs and arms to get him going. I was a good revolu- 
tionary then. 

In addition to these grievous and dramatic “struggle rallies,” there 
were massive jocular rallies, where we sang and danced around bonfires 
and soldiers fired small rockets and firecrackers to celebrate the Great 
Leader’s latest decrees. Worship of the Great Leader reached a fever pitch 
at those rallies. One rally, for example, which took place right after the 
rally against General Hei, was to celebrate the occasion of Chairman 
Maos sending a case of mangos, a gift he received from the tropical prov- 
ince of Hainan, to the Red Guards of Beijing. The mangos, people pro- 
claimed, were symbols of the Great Leader’s love of and trust in the Red 
Guards. Some people immediately made wax replicas of the mangos and 
sent them to cities across China, where they were enshrined. Thousands 
of people shed tears visiting and bowing to them. Even then, it seemed 
kind of comical to see people bow down before the wax mangos installed 
in the lobby of my school, but I did not dare to say anything. I do not 
know what happened to the real mangos and have often wondered about 
them. No one dared to eat them, that is for sure. Were they permanently 
preserved in some way? Were they put in large glass jars filled with For- 
malin preservative? I had seen roundworms preserved in such jars in the 
nurse’s office in my school. Or did the mangos eventually rot? When 
they rotted, did people dare to throw them away? Would that be consid- 
ered disrespectful to the Great Leader? I knew, of course, even at the age 
of twelve, that these were childish questions that should never be asked. 

One afternoon, however, the thus far joyful revolution took a sudden 
turn for me when I saw my first bloody body. This was the first time that 
I sensed the terrible dark side of the revolution and began to experience 
a fear of its brutal force. 

It was another of those humid afternoons, after the workers had 
sprayed the poplar trees with lime-water for the third time in as many 
months in a vain attempt to eradicate the cicadas. Baby Dragon, Snivel, 
and I had just sat down in the public dining hall to eat lunch when we 
heard a commotion outside and saw many people running in the direc- 


“Long Live the Red Terror!” 17 


tion of the “Little Forbidden City.” I threw down my chopsticks and 
ran outside. 

“What happened?” I asked, after flagging down a young boy who 
trailed a group of older boys. 

“A body, a dead man. Someone . . . jumped off . . . a building,” stam- 
mered the boy, quite out of breath. 

I went back in and shouted to my friends: “Let’s go. A man jumped off 
a building.” 

The front of the dark green office building was packed with people by 
the time the three of us arrived. Most of the crowd was youngsters our 
own age. Despite the crowd, there was not a sound to be heard. Every- 
body was still and was staring at a twisted lump lying motionless on the 
concrete. The man must have landed on his head, for it had half disap- 
peared into his neck. Dark blood soaked his brown uniform. His hands 
were tied behind his back. Since he was facing down, I could see only the 
back of his head. His white hair, sticky with blood, stood up like the 
needles on the back of a porcupine. 

“Who is he?” Baby Dragon whispered. 

“General Hei,” answered a tall, skinny young man who did not bother 
to turn his face as he spoke. I remembered the old man’s agonized de- 
meanor when he was paraded in his underwear a few days before. It was 
so recent that I could still remember how it felt when my stick struck 
his thigh. 

“No need to pity him,” a soldier with a red armband said to break the 
spell of silence. “He was a hidden enemy of the revolution. This is what 
he deserved in the first place.” 

The young boy who had informed us of the event at the dining hall 
stepped out of the circle and inched up to the body. He had a stick in his 
hand. Very carefully, he thrust the stick under the chest of the dead man, 
and using it as a lever, he pried the body up and over. My heart fluttered 
uncomfortably as one side of the body slowly rose. I averted my eyes 
when the body flipped over. I heard the people gasp. When I turned my 
eyes back, I saw the most terrible sight: the dead man’s face, smeared in 
dark purple blood, was completely flat—the nose, the eyes, and the 
mouth were flattened as if they were slits drawn with crayon on a dark 
purple sheet of paper. What made the horrible face more frightening 
were two white teeth, which stuck out and gave it a sinister grin. 

Neither my friends nor I waited to see the body removed. Nor did 
we return to the dining hall to finish our meal that afternoon. For 
many days after that, I did not go near the green building. Even from a 
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distance, I seemed to be able to see the dark stain on the ground and to 
smell the stench of violent death. 

I tried to tell myself not to be troubled by the ugly death, though. Af 
ter all, the Great Leader had said that “Revolution is not a dinner party, 
not painting or embroidery, and cannot be gentle and polite,” and we 
should not pity the enemies who were beaten or humiliated to death by 
revolutionary people. Still, the sight of the horrible grinning face left a 
terrible image in my mind that would not go away. I began to feel afraid, 
for I knew that I had played a role in the old man’s death and that I would 
be punished one way or another. I did not admit to my friends that I was 
afraid of ghosts, but for months after the death of the old general, I al- 
ways carried a rock in each of my hands whenever I walked in dark places 
at night, and braced myself for a fight with the general’s ghost. 


3 "That’s My Piano!” 


General Hei’s death is not the only event that still troubles my sleep these 
days. I was involved in another event that not only resulted in a death 
which left an indelible guilt in my heart, but also changed my life in sub- 
tle ways that became clear only many years later. It started on a stuffy 
morning when Baby Dragon barged into my room without our custom- 
ary coded knocking. 

“Get up! Let’s go! Quick!” he said. I was lying on a wet mat, trying to 
cool down from the heat. This was two weeks after General Hei’s death 
and I had been avoiding going to struggle rallies where people like Gen- 
eral Hei got beaten. 

“What's the rush? Your house on fire?” I asked, swinging my legs 
slowly from the reed mat to the floor to sit up. I thought he was going to 
drag me to another of those struggle rallies. 

“Military campaign, top secret!” he said impatiently. 

He used the buzzword military to get my attention. I knew anything 
having to do with military always set Baby Dragon on fire. For as long as 
I could remember, Baby Dragon had liked fights, even though he was 
clearly less than adept at fighting; he threw his arms about like drum- 
sticks and often took more hits than he gave. His ambition was to be an 
army general. His feeling that his destiny was a glorious military career 
was rooted, first of all, in his given name, Long, which means “dragon.” 
Dragons are the best fighters according to Chinese legend. Even the fact 
that he was born in the Year of the Snake, and not the Year of the Dragon, 
did not discourage him from associating himself with the fabled fire- 
drake. “A snake is actually a /ittle dragon,” he used to explain to me in all 
seriousness. “People with a dragon in their names often end up as gener- 
als, like Marshal He Long, who was also born in the Year of the Little 
Dragon.” 

“What military campaign? Who's the general?” I asked, playing along 
with him. 
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“It’s a campaign to search the house of a big capitalist,” he said very se- 
riously. “As a matter of fact, my sister is the general. I just saw them leave 
and she told me where they were going.” 

That finally got my attention. Baby Dragon's big sister, Dragon Sister, 
had recently joined an elite Red Guard organization, the United Red 
Action Committee, whose teenage members were all children of mili- 
tary officers from the Big Courtyard. To distinguish themselves, they all 
donned green army uniforms, white basketball shoes, two-inch-wide 
Sam Browne belts, and elaborately embroidered red silk armbands. 
Sweeping through the Big Courtyard on shining bicycles, they had be- 
come known as the “Reddest” group, “so Red that we have turned pur- 
ple,” as they described themselves. Their fame, however, rested not on 
their distinctive outfits, but on their famous battle cry —“Long Live the 
Red Terror!”—and their merciless attacks on anyone they identified as 
anti-revolutionaries, bourgeois, or traitors. 

“Are you coming or not? We are already late.” He was genuinely exas- 
perated now. 

I needed no more prodding. I slipped on my rubber shoes and said, 
“Let’s go.” 

It was around noon when Baby Dragon and I arrived by bus at a house 
in the old residential district just behind the Imperial Palace. It was an 
area lined with narrow alleys and older houses with traditional square 
yards. Thirty or forty people, mostly high-school-aged youths like Baby 
Dragon’s sister, had already gathered around the corner. A long row of 
shining bicycles rested neatly against the wall. True to their image, these 
youths of the Red Action Committee all wore green army uniforms and 
red silk armbands with golden trimming, their sleeves all rolled up. 
Their trademark white basketball shoes gleamed conspicuously in the 
sun. I was quite impressed by their uniforms. 

As Baby Dragon and I joined the group, I could feel the palpable ex- 
citement of the crowd. Some of the Red Guards carried clubs, while a few 
others had wide army belts in their hands. Dragon Sister had already di- 
vided them into four groups and was issuing the final order: “Group 
One, attack the front door. Group Two, guard the back door of the yard. 
Group Three, guard the family members to prevent them from hiding 
anything. And Group Four, search the house. There will be no mercy for 
the enemy. Let’s do this for Chairman Mao. Long Live the Red Terror!” 

“LONG LIVE THE RED TERROR!” everybody around me 
echoed. 
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After the battle cry, the white shoes broke into a run in different direc- 
tions, and I followed one group to the front door. 

A rough-faced young man with long curly whiskers led the group. He 
went up the steps and shouted: “Open the door! The Red Action Com- 
mittee!” and with that he raised his club and struck the heavy black- 
lacquered door. 

And strangely, as soon as the club touched the door it swung open, as 
if someone had been waiting inside for an anticipated visitor. A gentle- 
man, around fifty-five, in a white silk shirt and cream-colored, impecca- 
bly pressed dress pants, materialized in the doorframe. He had a broad 
smile on his face and his arms were outstretched to greet us. 

“Comrade Red Guards, welco—” 

Before he could finish the sentence, however, Whiskers had slapped 
him sharply across the face. “Fuck you bourgeois!” he snarled. “Why ta- 
made were you so slow to open the door? Don't give me that fake smile! 
Were you tamade trying to hide anything? I'll tamade teach you to re- 
spect your Red Guard Grandfathers!” 

The Chinese national curse word tamade, the very worst thing one 
could say to someone, sounded even more slimy than usual in his street 
accent. He swung his fist at the man again. The man tried to fend off the 
blow with his arm, but did not dare to try too hard, evidently afraid of 
disappointing the attacker and thus inviting more blows. The fist caught 
him flush on the nose. The man staggered backward, still trying to smile. 
All of a sudden, I felt sorry for the man. I did not like Whiskers’s cruelty, 
even though it was done to an enemy. 

“Get the fuck out of the way!” Whiskers thrust his club into the man’s 
chest and shoved him aside. 

People poured into the yard. The old man’s face seemed to have frozen 
into a distorted smile as I passed him. A dark bump was beginning to rise 
over his right eye, and a thin red trickle dripped slowly from his nose 
onto his white silk shirt. 

The rectangular yard, paved with oversized pale green imperial bricks, 
was large and peaceful and cool—a sharp contrast to the dusty and sul- 
try street outside. The tall stonewall, covered with green vines, seemed 
to rise indefinitely above its top, keeping the cool air inside. A footpath 
of large granite slabs led to a trellis of grapes and through it to the main 
house. On the right side of the trellis, under a gigantic oak tree that must 
have been a hundred years old, a flower garden bloomed. Beside it stood 
a small marble table and four marble stools. A delicate white porcelain 
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teapot, two teacups, an open magazine, and a plate of fried peanuts were 
spread out on the stone table. The scene was like a picture of The Fairy’s 
Peach Garden that I had read about in a book. 

“Damn the bourgeois!” a girl walking before me muttered, her long 
ponytails under the army cap slapping prettily against her hips. She 
strutted toward the marble table. “During the Cultural Revolution he 
still dares to hide here and enjoy his bourgeois life!” 

Suddenly, with one broad sweep of her stick, she smashed the teapot 
and the teacups, sending the white fragments showering down on the 
blooming peonies and azaleas. Peanuts flew everywhere. Two chickens 
dashed out from nowhere and started pecking at them feverishly. “We'll 
cook the chicken later,” she said to Baby Dragon and me, and we smiled 
back at her. 

The veranda in front of the main room was adorned like a life-sized 
dollhouse, a set of four red wicker chairs and a tea table neatly arranged 
in asemicircle. The door leading to the living room was wide open. I fol- 
lowed the bouncing long ponytails and the swinging hips onto the ve- 
randa and then into the house. As I crossed the threshold, I nearly 
brushed three silent figures—a woman with two girls huddled half hid- 
den behind the door. 

Obviously, they were the rest of the family who had been rounded up 
by the Red Guards. A tall young man with acne was guarding them with 
a club. The woman had large eyes and smooth skin, and was perhaps no 
more than forty-five years of age. Her nose was small compared to her 
large round face. The taller girl beside her was almost a carbon copy of 
her mother, except she was a bit slimmer. She nestled tightly against her 
mother’s bosom, and kept her eyes on her feet. She was crying. 

It was the younger girl’s demeanor, however, that strangely startled 
me. Never before, in life or in movies, had I seen such arresting and un- 
settling features. Instead of the round and mild features of her mother 
and sister, her face was sharp and angular, and yet strikingly beautiful. 
She had a high-bridged nose, pointed chin, tight pale lips, very large and 
fiery eyes, and eyebrows which curved sharply upward like two Turkish 
swords. Hers was not a beauty that would inspire me to love and tender- 
ness; rather, it was a beauty that seemed to intimidate and mock plain- 
looking people like me. With a silent hatred, she swept her eyes toward 
me, and I immediately felt uncomfortable and I became very conscious 
of myself. I looked down and avoided her eyes. 

But my downcast eyes gave me more reason to feel uncomfortable 
when I saw her bright white socks and polished black leather shoes— 
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the kind I had seen on an imported foreign doll that my sister once had. 
They contrasted sharply to my dirty brown rubber shoes with their ugly 
canvas tops streaked with dried sweat. As much as I tried to put on an air 
of indifference, I could feel my legs wobble a little as I walked past the 
girl, as though I were walking on a balance beam. I was glad when the 
two people behind me walked into the house and sheltered me from 
those contemptuous and beautiful eyes. 

There was a loud thud in the next room, as if a wall were being 
knocked down, followed by a string of cursing and laughter. The sitting 
room which I just entered was already a mess. The thick Oriental rug 
that covered three-quarters of the room with two golden, fire-breathing 
dragons chasing each other’s tails, was strewn with paper and dirty foot- 
prints. The doors of the large glass cabinet standing at the far corner of 
the room were open, and a young man was taking out shiny glass goblets 
and pitchers and putting them on the end table. At the left corner of the 
room, the girl with the long ponytails was kneeling on a stool and was 
having trouble prying open the cover of the grand piano. “Does anyone 
have a screwdriver?” she yelled, but no one paid attention to her. On the 
big leather couch along the windows, I located my friend Baby Dragon, 
who was trying to turn it over to search underneath. I quickly past him 
and went toward a side door. I had become conscious again of the flam- 
ing eyes behind me. 

I got out of the large sitting room as soon as I could and found myself 
in a spacious and cool side room. It was evidently the library. The room 
was lined with magnificent bookshelves, standing from floor to ceiling. 
In the middle of the room were a gigantic mahogany desk and several 
leather chairs. Several people were searching the bookshelves, taking the 
books off the selves, leafing through them, and dropping them on the 
carpet. Dragon Sister was pulling out the desk drawers. I looked around 
and found some large picture books. On the cover of one was a painting 
of a naked woman with large breasts. Having never seen a naked woman 
before, I felt blood surge to my cheeks as I casually looked at the book. 
The fat foreign woman was lying on a couch, with one hand supporting 
her head on the pillow and the other casually draped by her waist. Grab- 
bing two or three other books and laying them aside—I did not want to 
appear to be interested only in the book with the naked woman—I sat 
down on the carpet to examine the book with the naked woman. I could 
not read it, however, because it was in a foreign language, so I flipped 
through the pages looking at the pictures. Many of them were of naked 
or half-naked women. 
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“You shouldn't look at that,” a young man with a Sam Browne belt 
said to me as he snatched the book away from me. “These are bourgeois 
books and we will burn them later.” He hurled the book onto a pile in the 
corner of the room. 

I soon picked up another interesting book. This one was also in a for- 
eign language, but it had a lot of colored photographs of the native peo- 
ples of Africa. Some women had large wooden plates inserted into their 
lower lips, making them look a bit like ducks. All of the women wore 
nothing on their upper bodies and the pictures showed every detail of 
their sagging, wrinkled breasts. Although most of them wore some sort 
of straw skirt, a few had nothing. They often were not facing the camera, 
much to my chagrin. I grabbed the picture book and started to look for 
other picture books that had naked women. 

“Look what I found here!” exclaimed Dragon Sister, startling every- 
body in the room. 

We all gathered around the mahogany desk. Lying at the center of the 
desk were three large glittering yellow bars. None of us had ever seen a 
gold bar before. 

“The bastards told me that they had given the government every- 
thing, but they hid these in this hollowed-out book,” said Dragon Sister 
proudly. “It felt very heavy when I took it out. Obviously they were sav- 
ing these in expectation of returning to the old society.” 

“How much do they weigh?” asked the young man with the Sam 
Browne belt. 

“One hundred ounces, it says here.” A girl with the short combat-style 
hair pointed to the small numbers and foreign letters on the bar. 

Sam Browne Belt said, “Let me see how heavy they are,” and grabbed 
a bar and grimaced to the rest of us. “They say gold is the heaviest thing 
on earth.” 

Following everyone, I took the bar in my hand to feel the weight. It 
was cold and smooth and heavy. 

“Now, listen, everyone,” said Dragon Sister, wrapping up the gold 
bars in their original oilpaper. “Look very carefully at everything. 
There’s got to be other things hidden in these rooms. Tear everything up. 
Look inside the sofas, under the floor, inside the walls. We have to con- 
front the bastard with these gold bars and see if he will make a confession 
of other criminal possessions.” 

“Let’s not forget the attic and the ceiling and the yard,” suggested Sam 
Browne Belt. “Last week, we dug up an old landlady’s yard and found a 
big jar full of silver dollars. All of the bourgeoisie have hidden treasures.” 
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‘TIl be the interrogator,” Whiskers volunteered. Several of us followed 
him to the outer room. He walked swiftly to the door, pulled the gentle- 
man out, and without a word, slapped the gentleman hard several times. 
“We have just found your gold,” he said slowly, smiling. “Now, tell me 
where your other treasures are, or I will extract your oil and make a sky- 
lamp out of you.” He raised his hand again, poised it in the air, and then 
slowly swept it across the man’s face, as if to wipe the blood from his face. 
But suddenly he struck again with his backhand and the man moaned. I 
could almost feel the man’s pain and I cringed at the man’s cry. 

Covering his face with both hands, the man said in a weak voice: 
“Dont beat me again, Red Guard Grandpa! Fl tell you everything! 
There is something in the mattress that I have forgotten to mention. Iam 
so sorry that I have forgotten about it.” Following his tip, Dragon Sister 
found a small silk pouch in one of the mattresses, which contained three 
gold rings and a diamond ring. But the new discovery made us believe 
that there had to be more. 

We searched for two hours, tearing up everything, including the wall- 
paper. By the time we all gathered in the living room to pool together 
what we had found, it was already getting dark outside. On the oak 
coffee table were the spoils of the battle, and they were quite impressive: 
three large gold bars, sixty-four one-ounce silver dollars (found in a 
small jar in the chicken coop), three gold rings, a diamond ring, two 
pairs of jade bracelets, five American hundred-dollar bills (which I 
found hidden in a picture book), three bank passbooks with a total de- 
posit of sixteen thousand yuan, and two gold chains, found in the 
woman's bra during a body search. There was also a small handgun, 
which was found wrapped in oilpaper in a jar of rice. Carefully putting 
everything into a canvas satchel, Dragon Sister turned to the gentle- 
man, who sat on the ground with his wife and daughters near the front 
door. 

“You bourgeois bastard,” she said sternly to the gentleman. “You have 
committed the crime of trying to hide a gun and a large amount of gold 
and silver, and we are sure that these are just the tip of the iceberg. We 
must take you to our headquarters. I am sure that once you are there, you 
will remember more things that you have forgotten now. Take him to 
the truck!” 

“Please,” said the old man, putting together both of his hands and 
making a kowtow, “I swear to Chairman Mao that I have confessed to all 
the money that I have, and may the Five Thunders in Heaven strike me 
in half if I’ve lied to you. I have always been loyal to the Great Leader and 
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his revolution ....” His hands, stained with the dried blood from his 
nose, trembled visibly. 

“Get the hell up!” Whiskers kicked his thigh viciously. The man 
keeled over in pain. “Don’t play chicken with us. It wont work. We know 
how sly you are.” 

Two young men grabbed his arms and pulled him out the door. “Iam 
a revolutionary. I came back from America to serve the Great Leader. 
The Great Leader invited me. Ask...” the old man pleaded as he was 
half dragged through the garden. The tall girl started crying again, hold- 
ing on tightly to her mother, who also started sobbing. Only the younger 
girl was silent. She sat still and glared at us. 

“Take the piano away,” ordered Dragon Sister. “Put it in the truck. Put 
all the light things in the truck, too. The rest will be sealed. The three of 
you,” she pointed to the mother and daughters in the corner, “from now 
on you can stay in the servant’s room by the front gate. The main house 
will be sealed until further notice.” 

“Can we take a few clothes with us?” asked the mother timidly. 

“No,” Dragon Sister answered without looking at her. “All the things 
here belong to the public now. You cannot touch anything here. You will 
have to learn to live like the laborers now.” 

People had already started to carry things to the truck. Eager to get 
out, I joined a group of young men and pushed the piano toward the en- 
trance. Whiskers directed our complicated operation of easing it out the 
door. The piano was bulky and heavy and it got stuck in the doorframe. 
Whiskers got mad and gave the piano a hard kick. 

“That's my piano! You can’t take it away!” A strange voice suddenly 
came from nowhere and for a moment surprised and confused us. We 
looked up to see who dared to oppose the Red Guards. 

“That's my piano,’ the young girl in the corner said again. Her voice 
was not loud, but it was clear and piercing. She was standing now, her 
hateful eyes peering at all of us with the piano. For a moment, we just 
stared at her, not knowing what to say. 

“What did you say?” Whiskers finally found his voice. He moved to 
stand in front of the girl and stared down into her pale face. “ Your piano? 
Say that again? You still fucking want to play the role of the little bour- 
geois girl?” He looked back at us, and several young men chortled loudly. 
“What’s your name?” he turned back again and asked the girl. 

“Li Ling,” the girl said clearly, looking at Whiskers’s face. 

“Well, Li Ling, my bourgeois girl, I’m sorry to have to tell you that the 
piano is the people’s piano now. We will chop it up and burn it for fire- 
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wood tonight, and you are welcome to come and dance with us at the 
bonfire.” He savagely banged his club several times on the cover of the 
piano to emphasize his point, leaving deep dents on the previously spot- 
less black paint. “If you dare to say another word, I will damn well teach 
you to respect your Red Guard grandpas.” 

Cackling, he waved his hand in front Li Ling’s face, as if to slap her. 
His comrades again laughed. The girl bit her lips and said nothing. But 
her fiery eyes still fastened on the face of Whiskers. 

Standing behind the piano and holding a large picture book under my 
arm, I felt a strange urge to strike Whiskers and knock his teeth out. I 
imagined myself sneaking up behind him and kicking his knees very 
hard and sending him writhing on the ground. But I was not courageous 
and I made no move. 

The woman grabbed the young girl’s arm and pulled her closer. 

“I knew you wouldnt dare to repeat that,” said Whiskers. He smiled 
wickedly at the girl, and then waved at us to get moving. 

We started again and pushed the piano out, butall the while, I felt cer- 
tain that those large eyes, burning with hatred, followed me; I seemed to 
feel them boring into me as I ashamedly walked away. My legs started to 
wobble again. 

Two days later, while eating dinner in the public dining hall, I asked 
Baby Dragon whose house we had ransacked. 

“He is just a surgeon at the Beijing University Hospital,” said my 
friend. “His dad, however, was a big capitalist, who used to own two tex- 
tile factories in Shanghai. Everybody knew they had a lot of money. The 
father died ten years ago, so the son had inherited his father’s capitalist 
hat and had to suffer the consequences. By the way, did you know that 
the man died after they took him to Red Action Committee headquar- 
ters that night?” 

I felt an upsurge in my stomach. But I tried to remain calm, even non- 
chalant. “No. How did he die?” 

“They did some really silly things to him when they got there,” said 
Baby Dragon, taking a bite of a steamed bun. “They beat him with army 
belts first, and when he did not give any new information about his hid- 
den treasures, someone—you remember Whiskers?—he cut open his 
belly with a surgical knife and poured a bottle of soy sauce into his guts. 
The man screamed like a pig. And then they poured a bucket of hot pep- 
per water on his face. He rolled on the floor and jumped up and down, 
with his guts spilling out, and the guys just stood there laughing. Finally 
the man fell down the stairs, cracked his skull, and died that night. The 
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guys there had a good time, although my sister thought it was a bit too 
cruel.” 

I felt sick; in my mind I had the image of the small, sharp surgical scal- 
pel slicing open the man’s flesh, revealing bluish, snake-like intestines. 

Baby Dragon was not the sort of person to let horrendous pain and 
torture affect his appetite. Having swallowed the first bun and taken the 
second, he added in the tones of a pseudo-adult: “But of course, nothing 
is too cruel for an anti-revolutionary.” He took a big bite and picked up 
a piece of pork with his chopsticks. “By the way, don’t tell anyone about 
this. They told the people outside and his family that he committed sui- 
cide by jumping out the fourth-floor window. Just the death of an en- 
emy. No one will care if we don’t say anything.” 

I nodded and buried my head in a bowl of rice. I did not want this 
conversation to continue. This kind of revolution made me sick. The 
torture and killing of the doctor seemed extremely cruel and senseless. It 
seemed that Whiskers and his comrades tortured and killed people not 
for any revolutionary purpose, but for the pure enjoyment of it. Deep 
down in my heart, I knew this was not the kind of revolution that the 
Great Leader wanted and I told myself that I should stay away from 
Whiskers and his likes in the future. 

I hid the large picture book with naked women that I took from the 
girl’s house under my bed, for fear that my parents would see it. Only 
when there was no one at home did I dare to take it out and look at it. 

Several weeks later, I went back to the house to see what had become 
of the woman and the girls, especially what had become of Li Ling, the 
younger girl. In the once cool and quiet yard I found, instead of the 
mother and the girls, six poor families living noisily in various rooms. 
The yard was littered with garbage and several naked children were play- 
ing on the marble table under the oak tree. There was no trace of the 
mother and her daughters. One of the new residents, a tall and fat 
woman who was the head of the local residents’ committee, informed 
me that, after the death of the doctor, the mother tried to hang herself in 
one of the rooms, but was discovered in time by a Red Guard. 

“To commit suicide is an anti-revolutionary act, you know,” said the 
woman. “It won't be easy for her to try the same thing again. She is 
now sweeping the streets under guard everyday. We can't let the anti- 
revolutionaries get away so easily.” 

I slipped out of the yard very disappointed and wandered into the 
maze of the narrow side streets of the old city. I had a vague hope that, by 
chance, I might run into the young girl, even though her eyes had made 
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me so uncomfortable that I knew I would not have the courage to speak 
to her. 

I walked aimlessly for two hours and found no sign of the girl. Finally, 
tired, I decided to walk through the Jingshan Park to Tiananmen Square 
and from there take a bus home. 

Near the gate of the former Imperial Park, however, I suddenly saw Li 
Ling. She was swinging a big bamboo broom and sweeping the street 
with her mother and sister. A young man with a red armband was guard- 
ing them. For a few minutes, I stood on the corner and watched her from 
a distance. She seemed very small with that large bamboo broom she was 
holding. I thought for a moment of walking past them, just to have a 
good look at her. But then, her head rose and her big eyes swept in my di- 
rection. I turned quickly around and walked away. I walked randomly 
for half an hour, not being able to muster enough courage to walk back 
to see her. After taking a long detour, I finally decided to go back to the 
park’s gate. I tried to focus my eyes on the ground and walk fast, as if I 
were in a hurry to go somewhere. But, as I turned the corner toward the 
gate, she and her mother and sister were no longer there. I felt sort of re- 
lieved. Maybe it was better not to see her after all. On the bus home, I 
thought that I should forget about her, for a girl of her family back- 
ground could only bring me a lot of trouble, and that I should never go 
back to her house again. Indeed, I never went back to try to find her, but, 
despite my decision, fate had arranged other places I would meet her 
again. 


4 The Great Wall Fighting Team 


On September 1, I went to school to see if it would open as it had in previ- 
ous years, and I found out quickly—even without reading the notice at 
the gate—that the school would not open this year. In fact, most of the 
teachers and school officials were gone. Some, like my math teacher Mr. 
Tian, a plump old man who spoke with a woman’s voice, had been ar- 
rested by the Red Guards as anti-revolutionaries and had been locked 
up in the basement of the school. Others, the “problem-free” ones, had 
joined the Red Guards and were devoting their time to revolutionary 
activities. Besides, most of the classrooms had been taken over as head- 
quarters by various Red Guard organizations and were no longer avail- 
able for schooling. Walking through the building, I visited a few head- 
quarters and learned that any group of three or four like-minded 
individuals could declare itself a Red Guard fighting team and claim a 
classroom as its headquarters. That gave me an idea. 

Later that day, while we were eating lunch at the public dining hall, I 
told my friends that I was forming a Red Guard team called “The Great 
Wall Fighting Team’ and showed them the team’s seal, which I carved 
out of a large square rubber eraser with my father’s razor blade. “As 
long as you have a seal,” I said to my friends, “you are a legitimate Red 
Guard team and you can claim a classroom as your headquarters. Any- 
body want to join me?” As I expected, I found four eager recruits on the 
spot. 

After examining our official seal, the school’s deputy principal gave 
me some red silk armbands bearing the words “Chairman Mao’s Red 
Guard” and a key to a classroom on the third floor. Proudly wearing the 
brand new armbands, we marched to our new headquarters. On the 
door, Snivel painted “Great Wall Fighting Team Headquarters” in large 
red letters. We pushed the desks and chairs to one side, and sat down and 
had our first meeting. “Before we start,” I said, “Let’s give each of us a 
good title. Like the political bureau of the Communist Party. We won't 
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be a proper revolutionary team without titles. I will be commander in 
chief. Baby Dragon, you are vice-commander in chief and since you like 
fighting, you will be our minister of defense. Snivel, you are good at 
stealing things and you should be our chief of logistics. Kangaroo, you 
do good calligraphy and you will be our secretary-general; and Sparrow, 
you have been drawing pictures since kindergarten and youd better be 
our chief of propaganda.” 

Everybody was happy with their impressive titles. We then debated 
hotly about what to do next and we settled on a campaign to attack the 
former chairman Liu Shaoqi. We would draw cartoons to ridicule him. 

The next morning we went into action with great enthusiasm. “Cam- 
paign Number One” went smoothly at first. Snivel, chief of logistics, 
managed to break into the supply room of the school and brought back 
brush pens, bottles of ink, rolls of paper, and a bucket of glue. Sparrow, 
chief of propaganda, copied the cartoons we found in Red Guard news- 
papers onto large posters. That afternoon, when the cartoons were done, 
we all went down and posted them on the stretch of wall in front of the 
school building that commanded the largest audience. Since the wall 
was facing a busy street, it did not take long for the cartoons to attract a 
small audience. Watching people gather around our handiwork—and 
especially seeing two girls giggle at our funny drawings—I felt proud 
that we had made a contribution to the revolution at last. “The Great 
Wall Fighting Team,” said one of the girls. “Do you know them?” The 
other girl shook her head. I wished that I had the courage to step in front 
of them and say to them, “We are the Great Wall Fighting Team,” but I 
was too shy to do that. Still, it was a very sweet moment for me and my 
friends. 

But the fruits of our hard work did not last very long, and unexpected 
trouble began the next day. Early next morning, my friends and I went 
to the school building to enjoy our artistic work again and were shocked 
to find that our posters were all gone, covered up with another team’s 
posters. The team that covered our posters was called “The Fearless Red 
Rebels.” 

“Who are these bad eggs?” Baby Dragon asked angrily. “Should we 
tear up their posters now?” 

“Wait a while,” I said, “Those adults are reading them. You can’t de- 
stroy revolutionary posters in broad daylight.” 

“But we cant let these bad eggs get away with it,” said Kangaroo. “I 
know them. It’s Three Twirls’s team. They are from the seventh grade. 
His father is the head of “Chairman Mao’s Iron Soldiers.’ That bastard!” 
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I had heard of Three Twirls, who was famous for the three twirls on 
his head and for making trouble for teachers. 

“Lers go back and draw more cartoons,” I said to my team. “We will 
give them a taste of their own medicine tonight.” 

That night, when the schoolyard was completely deserted, we sneaked 
back in, tore down the enemy posters, and plastered up our own. Feeling 
avenged, we went home happily. “Now we have to find a way to defend 
our posters,” Snivel said as we were about to separate and go to our own 
homes. 

“Dont worry. I have a perfect plan,” said Baby Dragon, our chief of 
defense. “You will see tomorrow morning.” 

The next morning, we found out that the perfect plan he devised con- 
sisted of the chief of defense himself sitting on the third-story window- 
sill and leaning halfway out, looking for anyone approaching the wall 
with a bucket of glue and a roll of paper. “If I see the Fearless Red Rebels 
coming,” he told us, “I'll blow a whistle and we will all go down to con- 
front those bad eggs.” 

Toward noon, the Chief’s effort paid off. He spotted Three Twirls and 
a friend approaching our posters and blew the whistle at once. We all 
ran downstairs right away and were just in time to line up in front of 
our posters before they reached them. Three Twirls walked over with his 
friend and immediately found out that his posters had been covered. 
“Who the hell covered our posters?” he cursed loudly and spitted to our 
posters. “Who is this Great Wall Fighting Team?” He reached out his 
hand as if to tear down the last page that bore our signature. 

Baby Dragon stepped in front of him and said: “Are you trying to tear 
down a revolutionary poster?” 

Looking at the five of us, Three Twirls drew back and smiled. “I was 
just trying to take a closer look at the signatures on the poster. Who is the 
Great Wall Fighting Team?” he turned around and asked his friend. 

“We are,” said Baby Dragon proudly. 

“So you are,” said Three Twirls, spitting on the ground. “Pll remem- 
ber you people and don’t you forget me.” He turned around with his 
friend and walked away. 

For the whole afternoon, we waited nervously for him to come back, 
but he never did. 

But Three Twirls did not forget us. The next morning, we found out 
that not only did Three Twirls’s team cover our posters with theirs, but 
they had attacked the Great Wall Fighting Team viciously in their post- 
ers. “The Great Wall Fighting Team is a Den Full of Hidden Bourgeois 
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Snakes!” said their headline. “We have discovered,” the poster went on 
to say, “that Fan Shen’s father and Baby Dragon’s father formed an anti- 
revolutionary clique who plotted against the revolution at their Sunday 
chess games.” It was a venomous lie. Standing around their posters, 
Three Twirls and three of his Fearless Red Rebels were smiling at us. 

Shaking with anger, Baby Dragon moved to Three Twirls but I took 
hold of his arm. We could not win a fistfight with them; they were bigger 
than we. 

“Lers go,” I said to my friend in low voice. “Remember: Ten years is 
not too long to wait for revenge. Confucius said that.” 

Back at our headquarters, I said to my team: “The Fearless Red Rebels 
has declared war on us. We have a real enemy now. We will let them see 
who the real owners of that wall are.” 

“Yeah,” said Baby Dragon hotly. “If they want war, then they'll have 

it. 
An intense war of posters had begun that day. It was a meaningless war 
when I think of it today, but we took it very seriously then. At three 
o'clock the next morning, Baby Dragon and I sneaked back in school and 
plastered our posters over Three Twirls’s posters. “Revolutionary People, 
Beware the Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing,” said the headline of our poster. 
“Three Twirls Exposed as a Hidden Enemy of the Revolution!” 

The next morning, it was our turn to smile at our enemy as Three 
Twirls read our posters with utter disgust. Since there were adults 
around, he and his friends could not do anything to our posters. This 
was the kind of revolution I enjoyed. Revolution to me had become a 
game and I devoted myself eagerly to playing it. 

Several days later, we saw Three Twirls’s posters covering ours again: 
“Latest News: Kangaroo’s Mother a Former Thief and Snivel Still Wets 
Bed at Night!” They had resorted to ridiculous personal attacks. 

We sneaked back again that night and covered their posters with our 
own personal attacks: “Rise Up, All Red Guards: Defeat the Fearless Red 
Rebels! Down with the Ugly Head of Three Twirls!” 

The war of posters went on for nearly a month. Gradually, the guer- 
rilla warfare with the Fearless Red Rebels evolved from covert operations 
into open hostility, from covering up each other’s posters at night to 
throwing rocks at each other whenever we met in the vicinity of the post- 
ers. I became a little worried at this point because they were bigger kids 
and I did not like getting beaten up. But fortunately, before any one of 
us got hurt, a turn of events suddenly put Three Twirls out of action and 
handed us an unexpected victory. 
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One morning, we went to the school gate, expecting to see some fresh 
posters from Three Twirls, and were surprised to find our posters still on 
the wall. Beside our posters, a small poster from the Fearless Red Rebels 
delivered stunning news: “Yesterday, Chairman Mao’s Iron Soldiers have 
discovered that Old Three Twirls had lied on his application form to join 
the Communist Party; he was not from a poor family as he claimed. He 
was, in fact, from a rich peasant family. As a result, the Iron Soldiers have 
expelled Old Three Twirls. And in accordance with our revolutionary 
slogan—as the father is a reactionary, so is the son a bad egg—the Fearless 
Red Rebels have decided to follow the example of the Iron Soldiers and 
expel Three Twirls.” The poster also declared a truce with the Great Wall 
Fighting Team. 

The sweetness of our victory, however, did not last long for me and my 
friends. Our posters stayed on our now undisputed wall for more than a 
week, uncovered and no longer read, and we started to get bored. We 
missed the thrill of the war with Three Twirls—the lookout, the nightly 
reconnaissance, the surgical operations of tearing down our rival’s post- 
ers and putting up our own. I even missed the ugly head of Three Twirls. 

It was not until after the National Day of October 1 that I found a new 
adventure for our team. One morning I noticed a poster at our school 
signed by Dragon Sister, who was the commander of the Red Action 
Committee. “An Urgent Appeal to All Red Guards in the Big Court- 
yard,” said the poster. “Come to the Aid of the Red Action Committee, 
to Help Defend the Great Leader at Beijing University!” I had heard that 
there had been some clashes among Red Guard teams in Beijing Univer- 
sity, and this sounded like a good opportunity for us to see some real ac- 
tion rather than creating useless posters. 

“Our real battle has finally come,” I announced to my friends later 
that day and explained the content of the poster. “We've got to help Baby 
Dragons sister. Lets go to Beijing University tomorrow and help out.” 

“Of course we will go and help Dragon Sister. But how long are we go- 
ing to stay there?” asked Snivel. “What should I say to my parents?” 

“I think a few days,” I said. “Tell them that we are going to a Red 
Guard meeting there.” 

In those days, Red Guards attending meetings were provided with 
free food by the city and since we were staying with Dragon Sister, it was 
not too hard to persuade our parents to let us go. As soon as we all got 
permission, the five of us set out by bus for Beijing University. I proudly 
carried a red banner bearing the name of the Great Wall Fighting Team. 
Thinking this would be a game like the one we played with Three Twirls, 
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I went with alight heart, not knowing the real danger that we were about 
to face. The journey took more than two hours and we arrived around 
noon at the No. 15 building at Beijing University. It was a gray three- 
story student dormitory, serving as the headquarters of the Red Action 
Committee. In an office on the ground floor we found Dragon Sister, 
who gave us a warm welcome. “We want to see some fighting,” said Baby 
Dragon to his sister right away. “Where is the fighting?” “Don’t worry,” 
said Dragon Sister. “You'll get your fighting soon enough. Let me show 
you around first and then I'll send you to the frontline.” 

Following Dragon Sister, we walked around the building, passed a 
small lake, and came up to a check point at a two-lane cement road lined 
with ancient Chinese cedar trees. “The south side of this road is our ter- 
ritory,” said Dragon Sister. “The north side is controlled by our enemy 
called ‘Mao’s Vanguards.’ In the last few weeks, they have attacked us 
several times and have taken three buildings away from us.” 

“Over there,” said she again, pointing to a gray building whose win- 
dows were mostly broken and sealed with bricks, “is the No. 12 Building. 
It was attacked twice last week and four people were injured there. They 
need reinforcements badly. Thats where I am going to send you. 
Chunky will be here soon. He’s the commander of that building.” 

While we waited for Chunky to come over to collect us, Dragon Sister 
told us more about him; he evidently was a legendary fighter for the 
Red Action Committee. “He used to be a star on the University track 
and field team, and now he’s our fiercest fighter against the Vanguards,” 
Dragon Sister said proudly. “Last week, when the Vanguards attacked, 
he guarded one entrance by himself and bravely fought four Vanguards; 
he wounded two of them with a spear. All Vanguards are afraid of him. 
He inherited the revolutionary spirit from his father, who was the Chair- 
man of the Poor Peasants Association in his village. Chunky told me that 
when he was six, he saw his father shoot the village landlord and his wife 
like dogs at the riverbank. That’s how he learned to deal with enemies 
without mercy.” 

Chunky showed up soon. He was a big man wearing a loose red T- 
shirt and brown pants with the cuffs rolled up to his knees. I was very im- 
pressed by the size of our commander’s body. His bulging chest muscles, 
large nodular hands, and short, veiny shins all gave me the impression of 
a man of great strength. “Five of Chairman Mao’s young soldiers! Wel- 
come!” he said with a broad smile and gave each of us a firm tap on the 
shoulder. “I heard you want to see some fighting,” he eyed Baby Dragon, 
who nodded eagerly. “Well, let’s go and see some fighting then.” 


> 
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He led the way and we followed him eagerly. 

Taking a short cut through a soccer field, we arrived at the No. 12 
Building shortly. “Lers see the cannons first,” Chunky said. “They 
are on the third floor. Then we will go around and meet other Red 
Guards here.” The “cannons” turned out to be large slingshots made of 
V-shaped crude forks from a young cherry tree and two bicycle inner 
tubes. A pile of broken red bricks was the ammunition. A tall man, 
whose dark oily skin glistened with sweat, was adjusting the length of the 
inner tubes. “That’s Water Buffalo,” Chunky said. “He is the leader of 
this squad. Our best shooter.” Downstairs, we saw a small group of stu- 
dents erecting a barricade of dismantled desks in front of an entrance. 
“See that skinny young man with a big white porcelain pipe in his 
mouth?” Chunky asked. “He’s Smoking Devil, the smartest fighter 
we've got. The one with the spear is Whiskers.” I recognized the rough- 
faced young man immediately. He was practicing his spear by repeatedly 
stabbing a figure drawn on a door. An unpleasant feeling swept through 
me. I thought of the images of him slicing open the doctor's belly and 
pouring soy sauce into it. Other people probably did not know that he 
had killed someone in such a cruel fashion. 

Our tour ended ina large room on the second floor, where we saw two 
young girls and a young boy in one corner, perhaps just a bit older than 
my friends and I, sitting by a microphone. “That’s our propaganda 
team,” said Chunky. “They are from Beijing Drama School. We have a 
loudspeaker on the roof.” 

It was obvious that the large propaganda room also served as a make- 
shift kitchen. On a table in another corner stood a big basket of steamed 
buns and a pile of bowls and chopsticks. Chunky went over there and 
gave each of us a steamed bun and a salted cucumber. “Here’s your din- 
ner,” he said, and bit into a bun himself. “Eat and be ready to fight.” We 
were all hungry and the dinner tasted very delicious. 

For the next two days, the war was a war of loudspeakers across the 
“38th Parallel,” the narrow cement road that separated us from the 
Vanguards. I spent most of my time with the propaganda team. Broad- 
casting day and night, we took turns reading articles attacking the Van- 
guards, calling them reactionaries, running dogs of capitalist bureau- 
crats, traitors of communism in disguise, and any combinations and 
permutations of pejorative descriptions that our young brains could 
dream up. Our accusations were fully returned by the Vanguards’ loud- 
speaker perched on the roof of the No. 13 Building, just fifty yards away 
across the 38th Parallel. 
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On the third day after our arrival, however, the action for which we 
had been waiting finally came. At seven o'clock in the evening, just be- 
fore sunset, the Vanguards’ loudspeaker challenged the Red Action 
Committee to a “peaceful debate” on the 38th Parallel at eight o'clock. I 
thought it was kind of bizarre to talk about peaceful debate when we 
knew they were trying to attack us. But Chunky thought about it and 
decided to accept the challenge. I knew he must have been thinking of 
some plan of attack when he made the decision. After announcing the 
decision, he walked around the building and began picking his “debate 
team.” We all volunteered eagerly. In order not to miss the action, Baby 
Dragon and I followed Chunky throughout the building and begged 
him again and again. “We will obey all your orders . . . we are not as 
young as you think . . . we have plenty of fighting experience,” we said. 
“We once defeated a larger team called the Fearless Red Rebels.” 

He finally gave in after we badgered him for an hour. “You two can 
go,” he said. “But you must walk behind Water Buffalo and Smoking 
Devil and let them protect you. Dragon Sister will kill me if something 
happens to you.” 

At eight o'clock, just after dark, we watched fifteen people from the 
other side walk to the 38th Parallel. “All right,” said Chunky to us. “If it 
comes to fighting, we will have no mercy on the enemy. Now, before we 
go out to meet them, let us recite the words of the Great Leader.” We all 
knew which passage he was referring to. It was the famous “Harden Our 
Hearts” that had become the battle cry of the Red Guards: 


Harden our hearts, 

Fear not sacrifices, 

Overcome ten thousand obstacles, 
To achieve the ultimate victory! 


All the Red Guards in the building joined us as we recited, and our 
voices reverberated through the building. While we made our war 
pledge, we could hear clearly the recitation of the same passage by our 
enemies. I felt both proud and nervous as I walked out with the other 
“soldiers.” We all carried concealed weapons like stones and sticks, just 
in case. The two teams lined up along the center of the concrete road, 
about two steps apart. It was a strange “debate.” As soon as we arrived, 
and without a starting signal, everybody began speaking. In no time, the 
debate degenerated into a furious shouting match. “Down with the trai- 
tor Vanguards!” “You are traitors yourselves!” people shouted at each 
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other. I felt confused and stupid. With all the shouting around me, I 
could not hear a whole sentence that my opponent was saying. Fortu- 
nately my opponent was a tall and pretty girl, and her lovely face fasci- 
nated me. The girl’s mouth was moving passionately and was calling me 
a little anti-revolutionary, but I did not care. I was staring at her soft 
white neck heaving up and down and at her bosom—her shirt opened a 
little at the collar. A warm feeling swelled in me and I got the stupid and 
wild idea that I should ask her name. 

Our lines inched closer as people tried to out-shout each other, and 
then someone threw a punch. “They hit me!” a man shouted. I looked 
around and saw two Vanguards in green raincoats pull out baseball bats 
and start to swing wildly. Obviously they came prepared to fight, too. 
Someone screamed. I heard a thumping sound, which I imagined came 
from a bat meeting a human skull. Then out the corner of my eyes, I saw 
the pretty girl in front of me whip a bicycle chain out of her pocket and 
whirl it at me. I instinctively ducked and wheeled about. The chain 
scraped my scalp, caught some of my hair, and gave me a quick ripping 
tug and a creepy sensation. I sprinted into the darkness. I was a quick 
runner and felt the wind whizzing in my ears as I ran. I could hear shout- 
ing, cursing, and the whooshing of baseball bats all around me. “Defend 
the revolution with blood!” a woman's voice shouted in the dark. 

I stopped in the safe shadow of a poplar tree and turned around. I 
could see shadow figures whirl around one another along the road and 
someone lying under a street lamp. “Long Live Chairman Mao!” I heard 
Water Buffalo shout and saw his large body rush forward. I felt ashamed 
of myself for staying in the shadows while my comrades were fighting. I 
tried to move but my legs were twitching violently with a will of their 
own. They did not care what I wanted, even though I knew I should be 
brave. I recited under my breath the Great Leader’s golden words and or- 
dered my legs to stop shaking: “Harden our hearts, fear not sacrifices, 
overcome ten thousand obstacles, to achieve the ultimate victory!” But 
my legs would not listen. I hit my legs with my fists and repeated the 
Great Leader’s words, which I heard always brought courage to soldiers. 
But my legs were no soldiers. 

It seemed a long time before my leg cramps subsided and I was able to 
drag my legs forward to rejoin the fight. But before I reached the road, 
a whistle blew in the dark. At the sound, the Vanguards disentangled 
themselves and retreated into the inky night. I sawa large figure running 
past me and recognized the shape of Water Buffalo. “Withdraw! With- 
draw!” he shouted. I ran after him. When I neared the building, I heard 
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an ominous thump against the wall, then another, and another. The 
other side had started their artillery bombardment. At the building en- 
trance, Smoking Devil and Water Buffalo reached down and pulled me 
up the barricade. As soon as I climbed up the jumbled desks, a brick 
slammed into the wall and shattered just inches above my head. 

“Damn it! Fire the cannons!” I heard Chunky shout upstairs. 

Shortly afterwards, I could hear a flurry of dull thuds and crashes in 
the darkness. Amid the bombardment of bricks, our loudspeaker, which 
had been broadcasting Chairman Mao’s song “Harden Our Hearts,” be- 
gan blasting the latest battle communiqué at full volume, condemning 
the other side’s treacherous attack. 

On the third floor by the No. 2 Cannon, I found Baby Dragon. He 
was busy helping out. He seemed to have suffered some injury to his 
chin, for he had a bloody bandage on it. But Baby Dragon did not seem 
to notice it. His eyes glowed with the delight of a puppy who had just re- 
trieved his first bird. 

“Did you see me fight, Fan Shen?” he asked. “I shot one of them with 
my slingshot, right in the face. I saw blood run down his face. But I didn’t 
see the brick coming at me.” 

In the command room, Chunky tallied the casualties. The most seri- 
ous casualty was a boy from the Drama School. He had been hit on the 
head with a baseball bat and was barely conscious. Chunky sent two 
guards to carry him to the hospital. Five other people, including Smok- 
ing Devil and Baby Dragon, had been hit by rocks. The loudspeaker 
from the Vanguards claimed that nine people on their side had suffered 
severe injuries. Half an hour later, the loudspeaker reported that one of 
the injured, the leader of the debate team, who had been hit on the head 
by a shot-put ball, had died. Hearing this, Chunky chuckled proudly. I 
knew he had always carried a shot-put ball in his pocket as a weapon. 
Whiskers, however, was also recognized as the hero of the battle: his 
bricks found three enemy heads. Our great victory was broadcast to the 
whole campus that night and Dragon Sister came over and told us that 
there would be a celebration the next day. Despite my personal coward- 
ice (of which only I myself knew), I was pleased that we had played a 
good game of revolution and we had won. That night, very tired, I slept 
soundly on the floor and had a sweet dream of being welcomed as a hero 
by the Great Leader into the Great Hall of the People. 

The next morning, however, before dawn, I was rudely awakened. Sit- 
ting up, I saw soldiers with rifles all around us. In the darkness, they 
rounded all of us up swiftly and escorted us off the campus. Standing in 
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the chilly wind, we were ordered to disperse immediately or be arrested. 
“Why are you driving us out?” I asked a soldier. 

“Because the fighting here last night has been declared illegal by the 
Central Committee of the Communist Party,” he said. “Some enemy at- 
tacked Red Guards last night and the Great Leader has ordered us to ar- 
rest the enemies.” 

I was a bit confused. I thought we had fought a brave battle for the 
Great Leader. The soldiers must have mistaken us for the Vanguards, 
who must be the enemy they were after. We could not have been the 
Great Leader’s enemy because we fought with the best Red Guards, like 
Chunky, who was Red to the core. “We are the good Red Guards,” I told 
the soldier. “It’s the Vanguards that you should arrest.” But the soldier 
would not listen. “We have orders to clear you all out. If you don't leave 
right now,” he said, pointing his gun at us, “I’m going to arrest you as 
anti-revolutionaries.” 

We stayed around the school gate until noon but it seemed pointless. 
The soldiers had sealed the school and would not recognize us as the 
good Red Guards. “Youd better go home now,” said Dragon Sister fi- 
nally. “Pll come and get you back when we straighten things out here.” 

“Good-bye, young men,” Chunky came over and said to us warmly as 
we boarded a bus home. “You were good fighters for the Great Leader.” 
We beamed at the compliment and I waved our red banner outside the 
bus window as it pulled away. I saw Water Buffalo and Smoking Devil 
wave their banners in return. Suddenly, my eyes became moist. Al- 
though I was with them for only a few days, I felt a strong bond between 
me and these fearless and loyal Red Guards. Even Whiskers, who was sit- 
ting under a tree, seemed less detestable to me then. 

The next day, we settled back in the headquarters of the Great Wall 
Fighting Team and waited for Dragon Sister to call us back. But instead 
of the word to call us back, some extremely disturbing news about our 
battle at Beijing University arrived. That evening after dinner, I returned 
home from the dining hall to find my father, his face ashen, reading the 
People’s Daily, the Party newspaper. “It’s good you came back yesterday,” 
he said. “The newspaper said that some enemies had infiltrated Red 
Guard organizations at Beijing University and had been trying to insti- 
gate internal fighting among the Red Guards. You did not join the 
fighting, did you?” 

“Of course not, we were too young to fight,” I lied. 

After my father was done with the paper, I picked it up and read the 
editorial. “The enemies in Beijing University have miscalculated as all 
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enemies do,” said the editorial. “Our Great Leader and wise commander 
Chairman Mao has anticipated, and in fact has encouraged, this scheme 
of the enemies in order to destroy them with a single decisive blow .. . 
Last night, the invincible People’s Liberation Army soundly defeated the 
scheming enemies and arrested all of them. Once again it has proved the 
indisputable truth: any enemies who dare to challenge the Great Leader’s 
revolution will be crushed like eggs on a stone.” 

Reading this, I thought that the enemy to whom the paper referred 
could not be anyone but the Vanguards and I was delighted that they had 
been arrested by the People Liberation Army. Late that evening, I went 
to Baby Dragon's apartment to tell him the news about Beijing Univer- 
sity, and I found him crying. 

“Chunky and my sister have been arrested,” he said tearfully before I 
could ask why. “They say they are the scheming enemies of the Great 
Leader.” 

I was shocked. That was the most terrible crime a person could be 
charged with. “That’s impossible,” I said. “They are Red Guard heroes. 
Chunky loves the Great Leader. How could he be an enemy?” 

I went home that night very disturbed and saddened. The Revolution 
had becomea thoroughly confusing affair, and I no longer knew who the 
good guys were. I did not even know if I were still a true revolutionary. 
How could I be, since I fought on the side of the “scheming enemies”? I 
could not figure out why they arrested Chunky and Dragon Sister, who 
were the most loyal Red Guards that I knew. I was beginning to doubt 
that the Great Leader was as great as I thought; he did not even know his 
most loyal Red Guards and he arrested them as enemies. The doubt, I re- 
alized right away, was a dangerous thought, and I buried it immediately 
deep in my heart and never mentioned it to even my closest friends. But 
buried as it was, the doubt never went away, and like dripping water 
upon sandstone, it began to wear away, bit by bit, everything I was 
taught to believe about the Great Leader and the revolution. This is per- 
haps the start of my rebellion against the Great Saint, whom I had been 
worshipping all my life. 


s “Revolution Means Chopping Life” 


The disastrous retreat from Beijing University seemed to be the harbin- 
ger of a run of back luck that descended upon our proud Great Wall 
Fighting Team. 

I knew the word “revolution,” ge ming, literally means “chop life,” but 
I had thought it meant to chop the life of enemies like General Hei, not 
the life of comrades. But revolution has a funny and strange way of turn- 
ing comrades into enemies. In a few short weeks following our retreat, 
the Cultural Revolution had turned against many of its most ardent 
proponents, the Red Guards themselves. After her arrest, Baby Dragon's 
sister was charged as an anti-revolutionary and quickly sentenced to 
seven years of hard labor; Chunky, the most decorated Red Guard com- 
mander, was declared a class enemy and sentenced to ten years in prison. 
I later learned that he was severely tortured on the “Tigers Bench” in 
prison, with his legs strapped to a bench at the knees while bricks were 
added under his heels; his legs were so severely mutilated that he was 
crippled for life. Whiskers, the other hero of the fight at Beijing Univer- 
sity, was bludgeoned to death by a rival gang of Red Guards during a 
brawl. The Cultural Revolution had begun to chop the lives of revolu- 
tionary Red Guards as cruelly and as quickly as it had the earlier capi- 
talists. 

The bad luck also gripped the Great Wall Fighting Team, and it 
started with Sparrow, our buck-toothed propaganda chief. One morning 
in February of 1967, Baby Dragon charged into my room and told me 
terrible news: “Sparrow’s father’s dead,” he said. “He hung himself from 
a pine tree in the park last night.” 

“Why?” I asked. 

“They said he was declared a traitor yesterday by some Red Guards.” 

“Is that true?” 

“I don’t think so,” said Baby Dragon. 

We went over to Sparrow’s home, which was in a building just a block 
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from ours. But there was little we could do to console our friend. A few 
days after his father’s death, Sparrow and his family were told that they 
could no longer live in the Big Courtyard and had to move out immedi- 
ately. They soon moved to the other end of the city and I rarely saw Spar- 
row afterward. 

A month later, the horrible hand of revolution struck Kangaroo, our 
secretary-general. For several days he did not show up at the Great Wall 
Fighting Team headquarters, and we went to look for him. At his apart- 
ment, we found the door was sealed and nobody was living there any- 
more. “Why did they go?” we asked around. “They left two days ago, at 
night, the whole family,” a neighbor boy told us. “Kangaroo’s father is a 
fake Party member and he’s not an officer any more.” That’s all we found 
out about his sudden disappearance. 

Several weeks later, I got a letter from Kangaroo, which was mailed 
from a state farm in Xinjiang, a remote region where Chinas emperors 
used to exile their prisoners. He sounded cheerful enough in the letter, 
telling me about the white mountains and herds of sheep and drinking 
horse milk on the farm, but I knew life must be hard for him now that he 
was the son of a disgraced father. I wrote back immediately and told him 
that we would visit him someday. After that letter, however, I never heard 
from him again. 

I missed both of these friends very much. With Sparrow and Kanga- 
roo gone, the once noisy and joyful headquarters of the Great Wall 
Fighting Team became quiet and empty and seemed to have lost much 
of its fun. I went there less and less and began spending more time at 
home, trying to find books to read. 

But the bad luck did not stop with Kangaroo. About two months after 
his disappearance, the mysterious hand of revolution struck again, this 
time at my family. 

On a Sunday night, I came home with my sister from the public din- 
ing hall and saw Aunt Zan Mei and my mother huddled outside the back 
door (we lived on the first floor), talking tensely in low voices. They did 
not seem to notice the chilly wind and the light rain that was falling on 
them. I had not seen Zan Mei, my favorite aunt, for several years. She 
was wearing a thin black coat and had a large coarse gray shawl tightly 
wrapped around her neck and chin, as if she were trying to hide her face. 
Her small, twinkling eyes, which she used to squint and which became 
teary when she told jokes, were dull and furtive. With a cry of joy, I ran 
out to greet her, but my mother blocked me before I could get near her. 

“Go back inside,” she ordered sternly, pushing me and my sister in. “I 
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have something serious to discuss with Aunt Zan Mei.” With a faint 
smile, Aunt Zan Mei nodded at me. 

Aunt Zan Mei was a carefree, generous, and humorous person. Large 
and boisterous, she smoked incessantly and knew all about different li- 
quors. She had visited my family many times with her three children. 
Each time she brought numerous gifts, including swan eggs, beef jerky, 
Tibetan butter, pine nuts, and countless jokes from Qinghai Province, 
where she and her husband worked. Her husband was the director of a 
naval plant—a torpedo-testing center—on Qinghai Lake, and Aunt 
Zan Mei was the chief of supplies at the plant. Once she brought two 
large nylon bags of giant sea crabs, which she steamed, and our two fami- 
lies had a crab feast. I never had better crabs than those brought by Aunt 
Zan Mei. It is many years later and I still haven't. 

Through the window I watched Aunt Zan Mei talking to my mother 
and impatiently waited for Aunt Zan Mei to come into the house. The 
cup of tea that I had poured for her was getting cold. But fifteen minutes 
later, Aunt Zan Mei had gone without coming into the house. 

“Where did Aunt Zan Mei go?” I asked as my mother came in. 

Her face was the color of ashes. “Don't ask,” she said. “And don’t tell 
anyone she was here. She escaped from Qinghai by herself. The Red 
Guards have seized their home and have beaten her husband with iron 
bars. They are looking for her now. She hoped to hide here for a few days, 
but how could we let her? I told her we were in trouble too and she must 
find some other place.” 

I did not know where Aunt Zan Mei went. I was sad that my mother 
did not allow Aunt Zan Mei to stay with us, but I did not blame her for 
her cold-heartedness. I understood why she closed the door to her sister: 
a revolutionary must draw a line between herself and a relative who has 
been declared an anti-revolutionary, in order to save herself and her fam- 
ily. But still I hated my mother for sending Aunt Zan Mei away on that 
terribly cold night. Where could she go? A few months later, I learned 
that her husband had been killed, thrown into a lake by the Red Guards; 
my guilt became nearly unbearable, and has remained with me to this 
day. Aunt Zan Mei was eventually arrested and sent to a labor camp in 
Qinghai, but fortunately, she survived the Cultural Revolution. 

Just two days after Aunt Zan Mei left, more trouble descended upon 
my family. Coming home late one evening after going out with Baby 
Dragon, I found the apartment eerily dark and silent. The front door was 
wide open and no lights were on. My father and my sister were normally 
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home by this time. I walked in cautiously and turned on the light in the 
hall. 

I heard my mother’s voice unexpectedly: “Turn off the light! Go to 
your room!” That alone told me something very serious had happened. 
My mother was an ardent revolutionary and had been working late at her 
job in the Museum of Natural History since the beginning of the Cul- 
tural Revolution. She was rarely home before I was in bed. 

“Why cant we turn on the light?” I asked my sister. 

“Shhh, Mother is afraid that the Red Guards might come back again 
if they see the light.” Her scratchy voice told me that she had been crying. 

“Why? What happened?” I asked. 

“A Red Guard team called “Chairman Mao’ Iron Soldiers’ was here 
this afternoon. They took Father away and said he was an anti-revolu- 
tionary.” 

My father an anti-revolutionary! I was shocked to hear the ridiculous 
charge, and was very angry. How could my father, who had joined the 
Great Leaders Communist Army at the age of twelve, be an anti-revolu- 
tionary? He was an army hero with many medals! He may have been 
slow to join the Red Guards, but he had always taught me to be loyal to 
the Great Leader. 

“Why did they say Father’s an anti-revolutionary?” I asked my sister. 

“They say he tried to harbor a fugitive and wanted him to tell them 
where Aunt Zan Mei went.” 

“But how could he know,” I said. “She went away by herself.” But I 
knew how things were in those days. One could not argue with the Red 
Guards. They were the law. 

That night, my father did not come home; nor did he in the next three 
nights. My memory of the next three days is hazy. I slept a lot, only 
vaguely aware of whether it was day or night, for my mother had forbid- 
den me to turn on the lights at night. For the first time in my life, I felt 
fear. If my father were an anti-revolutionary, then I would be a little anti- 
revolutionary. That was the logic of the day. I could barely think of the 
fate that was awaiting me. I knew too well how little anti-revolutionaries 
were treated. I still remembered very well the little girl with her mother 
and sister sweeping streets with a huge bamboo broom. Of my friends, 
only Baby Dragon came over once and left very quickly. I knew he was 
afraid of being seen visiting a little anti-revolutionary. 

The day after my father’s arrest, my mother suffered a nervous break- 
down. For the next few days, she did nothing but sob hysterically, and 
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point at the wall and scream: “Damn relatives! Damn relatives! They are 
nothing but trouble!” She blamed the whole thing on Aunt Zan Mei. 
Once in the middle of the night, she came into our room and hugged my 
sister so hard that she squealed. The next moment, she pushed her away 
with a disgusted look on her face as if she had hugged a dirty piglet by 
mistake. 

On the morning of the fourth day, my father came home, but only 
briefly. He was brought back by the Red Guards to collect some clothes 
before he was sent to a labor camp. Pale and hungry, my father said noth- 
ing to us. If he had been a man of few words, the ordeal had turned him 
into a virtual mute. For many years after that, he trusted no one, not even 
his children. After my father left, my mother was sent to a different labor 
camp. She was allowed to come home once a week to check on us. 

Those were the darkest days in my life. In a few days, I had gone from 
a proud Red Guard to a little anti-revolutionary and a social outcast. My 
friends no longer dared to come and see me, nor did I want to see them. 
Feeling ashamed and fearful that other Red Guards might attack me, I 
did not want to go out anymore and spent most of my days in the apart- 
ment with my sister. 

With my parents gone, I became the man of the house and had to 
learn quickly the basic skills of survival. I learned to cook barley porridge 
for my sister and me, and to wash clothes and to clean the apartment. As 
days went by, I was amazed that I was doing so well with cooking and 
housework and was proud that I took care of my sister as a big brother. I 
guess I have a natural-born survival instinct, like a mouse. The mouse al- 
ways survives, and even prospers in his small way, because he is the most 
tenacious of all creatures, even though he is probably also the most un- 
fortunate and most despised animal. 

After two long months in the labor camps, both my father and my 
mother were temporarily released. The Iron Soldiers could not find 
enough evidence to charge them as anti-revolutionaries, so they were re- 
leased as “comrades who needed further education,” which meant that 
they were still considered “problematic.” But despite the shadow still 
hanging over their heads, my parents’ release immediately made all the 
difference in my world. I again became a little revolutionary. The day af- 
ter my parents came home, | put on my Red Guard silk armband once 
more and joined Snivel and Baby Dragon in the headquarters of the 
Great Wall Fighting Team. Again, I tried to do the kind of revolutionary 
activities that I had done before, reading posters, attending struggle 
rallies, etc. But I soon found that the experience of being a little anti- 
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revolutionary for two months had changed my attitude toward revolu- 
tion permanently. 

The ordeal deepened my doubt about the Great Leader and the Cul- 
tural Revolution. I started to realize, though still vaguely, that there was 
no real meaningful purpose to the Cultural Revolution and there were 
no real enemies. The Great Leader himself probably was as confused as I 
was, and he did great wrongs to people like Chunky and my father, who 
would have gladly given their lives for him. Why he had to sacrifice the 
lives of his most devoted followers, who worshipped him like a god, is a 
puzzle for which I still do not have an answer. But one thing I knew for 
sure: I no longer cared about the meaningless revolution. Outwardly, 
though, I had to continue to participate in the revolution and to act as 
the little ardent revolutionary I had been before. 

Besides deepening my doubt about the whole revolution and the 
Great Leader, the ordeal did one other thing that helped foster my future 
rebellion against the Great Leader. In those boring and dangerous days 
when I was alone with my sister in the house, I wished more than ever 
that I had some of the “bad” books that we had burned at the big bonfire, 
those novels of foreign knights, dragons, monkeys, and monsters! I knew 
it was a dangerous wish, but I did not try to suppress it. It was only an 
empty wish, though. All libraries had been sealed by Red Guards since 
the beginning of the Revolution and all bookstores had been empty ex- 
cept for a few shelves of Little Red Books, and so thoroughly had we 
burned the “bad” books that I did not see a single novel in any of my 
friends’ homes. 

But the Chinese have a saying: “Wish and it will be done.” Just a week 
after I was “released” from the prison of my apartment, my dangerous 
wish was suddenly fulfilled unexpectedly. 


6 The Forbidden Books 


One day after breakfast, tired of going out to read wall posters that had 
become tasteless to me, I took out the big picture book with naked 
women that I had taken from the doctor’s house and tried, for the hun- 
dredth time, to entertain myself with those stimulating pictures. Flip- 
ping through it slowly, I thought of what had happened to the owner of 
the book and to the little girl who had become a social outcast because of 
her father’s death. I was so engrossed in my thoughts that I did not hear 
Baby Dragon slip into the apartment and sneak up behind me. We never 
locked doors then. 

“Ha! A bad book!” he exclaimed, pointing to the half-naked woman 
on the page. His voice almost knocked me off my chair. I could be in seri- 
ous trouble if other people found out I had the book. Angrily, I closed the 
book and shoved it under my bed. 

“Hey, don’t you try to hide it from me,” he said, seeing the flames in 
my eyes and trying to calm me down. “I can get you a hundred books 
like that if you have the nerve to keep them, all bad books.” 

“You have bad books?” I asked, my heartbeat still trying to find its 
regular rhythm. “We burned them all, remember?” 

“Well—not all, Pm afraid.” 

“You kept bad books? How dare you?” I tried to assume the tone of a 
little revolutionary, but he knew me too well to be fooled. “Where?” I 
finally asked. 

“Ina secret place,” my friend said proudly. “Want to get some? I'll take 
you there if you allow me to look at this book.” 

“Deal,” I said. “But only after you show me your books.” I decided to 
play along. 

“All right, meet me at the No. 1 bus station at seven o'clock tonight. 
Bring a flashlight and a big bag.” 

We got off the bus at Goldfish Street that evening. The street was 
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flooded with amber light from the street lamps and bustled with evening 
shoppers. We walked briskly through the commercial district, and then 
abruptly stopped at an alley barely wider than a pickup truck. “Drum 
and Gong Alley,” said the rusty sign on the gray brick wall. At the corner 
of the alley, Baby Dragon gave me one of those over-the-shoulder glances 
that American spies in trenchcoats constantly give in Chinese movies. 
Having made sure that we were not being followed, Baby Dragon saun- 
tered in. I followed him and even mimicked his poor imitation of a Hol- 
lywood spy. 

We walked to the end of the alley and found ourselves in front of a 
marble doorway so grand and elaborate that it seemed entirely out of 
place among its decrepit neighbors. The door was secured by a large rusty 
padlock shaped like a bottle-gourd. Above the lock, two long red strips 
of seals crisscrossed each other. It was too dark to read the words on them 
but we knew they must have been put there by the Red Guards. 

“This is it,” Baby Dragon whispered. 

“What is this?” 

“One of the storehouses of the old Red Guards. Used to be a famous 
actors studio. When he killed himself, it became the warehouse for 
everything of any worth that the Red Action Committee had confis- 
cated—everything not taken home by the Red Guards themselves, that 
is. Radios, records, things like that—they are all gone. But there are still 
a lot of books. I was here with my sister once.” 

I wondered whether the piano they took from the girl’s house was 
here. But one thing I did know was that we had to find a way to get in. 

Baby Dragon thrust his head out of the doorway to make sure no one 
was coming into the alley. About ten yards from the doorway, there was 
an elm tree by the wall. With much effort, both of us climbed up the tree 
and slid alongside the wall into the yard. Under the half moon, the yard 
was desolate but blanketed with a very faint white light. 

The padlock on the door of the house easily yielded when Baby 
Dragon inserted his screwdriver in it and hit the handle hard with the 
palm of his hand. The door groaned and creaked as the wooden hinges 
ground against each other. We switched on our flashlights and walked 
into what appeared to be a large living room. A large heap of books as 
high as our hips took up two-thirds of the room. Dust and cobwebs 
were everywhere. 

“There you are,” said my friend. “Take as many as you want. But we 
have to be quick. I hope we will not be caught as thieves.” 
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“Want to be a hooker and a saint at the same time?” I said, stepping 
on the edge of the pile. “But don’t trouble your conscience about this. 
Stealing books is not theft— Confucius said that.” 

The room smelled faintly of “666” brand pesticide and the dust made 
breathing difficult. As if by pre-arrangement, we started scavenging in 
different directions. Like a groundhog, Baby Dragon burrowed through 
the books quickly, throwing the ones he did not want backwards be- 
tween his legs. His task was simple; he was looking for one kind of 
book only. 

“Slow down, will you?” I said, sneezing several times. I pulled my 
shirt over my mouth to make breathing easier. “You are going to choke 
us to death with dust.” 

“Hurry up! If you see any good military biographies, or anything 
about wars, let me know, will you?” Baby Dragon said, without raising 
his head or slowing down. 

Unlike my friend, I did not know exactly what kind of book I was 
looking for. I recognized a few Chinese classics: /nvestiture of the Gods, 
Journey to the West, The Romance of the Three Kingdoms, and The Dream 
of the Red Chamber. They had been condemned as symbols of feudalism 
and I had seen them burned at our bonfire in the Big Courtyard. But the 
most condemned books now had the most appeal for me. I threw them 
all into my satchel. 

“Look what I found!” Baby Dragon cried. He straightened up and 
waded through the books to me. Sweat was dripping from his chin and 
his wet shirt stuck to his chest. He shined his flashlight on the book in his 
hand. “Look at this, Fan Shen! Have you ever heard of The Golden Lotus? 
It’s the WORST of the bad books.” 

I knew of the book, from overhearing remarks whispered by older Red 
Guards. In fact, I then remembered, Smoking Devil had said that this 
was the most pornographic book in the whole of Chinese literature. My 
heart sped up. I touched it with both excitement and apprehension. 

“We have to keep this a top secret. Never, ever, tell anyone about this 
book,” Baby Dragon said gravely, as he slid it carefully into my bag. I 
nodded. Both of us knew how deadly the consequences would be if we 
were found to be in possession of such a book. 

It did not take long for us to fill our bags. Besides the few Chinese clas- 
sics, I found six volumes of great works of Western literature in Chinese 
translation. I glanced quickly at the authors and recognized only two 
names, both Russian—Leo Tolstoy and Anton Chekhov. Nevertheless, 
I put the six heavy volumes into my bag. 
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Just as we stepped out of the room, we heard noises outside the front 
door. Some people were coming our way. We could see the light from 
their torches reflected on the leaves of the elm tree. 

“Shit,” Baby Dragon muttered. “Get back in the room, quick.” 

Clank! Clank! Someone rattled the rusty lock against the front gate. 
“Who has the key?” a sharp-pitched voice asked. 

“Wait a minute, here is the key,” another voice said. 

The yard door was unlocked and pushed open. Through the glass 
window, we could see people in red armbands enter the yard and walk to- 
ward us. 

Baby Dragon tugged at my sleeve with his wet hand and we retreated 
to the inner room. We heard someone yell: 

“Hey, the door is unlocked. Someone is in here.” 

“Catch the thief and fry him!” 

We heard people laugh and enter the outer room. I was conscious of 
the coldness of my shirt sticking to my back as I crawled behind Baby 
Dragon into the bathroom. Climbing on top of the toilet, Baby Dragon 
pushed the small window open. It squeaked loudly. 

“Someone’s in there! Catch the thief!” 

“Catch the thief!” 

Throwing his bag out the window first, Baby Dragon pulled himself 
up to the windowsill swiftly and dove out head first. I pushed my bag up 
to the sill, but its bulging mass got stuck in the window frame. Grabbing 
an overhead water pipe, I swung myself up and kicked the bag hard with 
both of my feet. The glass shattered and the bag dropped out. 

“He is in here!” several voices shouted. “Don’t let him get away!” 
“Catch him and light him up on a lamppost!” 

That was no empty threat. The Red Guards had done worse with anti- 
revolutionaries. I had to get out at all costs. As shadows and torchlight 
appeared on the bathroom floor, I climbed up with all my strength and 
dove out. I landed on my bag on the ground and rolled to the side. As I 
scrambled to get up, I saw that I was in a large alley now and not far 
ahead of me was a well-lit main street. 

“Quick, the thief is outside! Go around the house!” people shouted in 
the house. 

“Let’s go,” Baby Dragon said, emerging from the shadows and pulling 
me up. A torchlight shone suddenly from the bath window behind us 
and someone shouted: “They are here!” At the sound, Baby Dragon took 
off for the main street. I too jumped up, grabbed my bag, and ran for my 
life. As I ran, I could feel something wet on my left hand and knew I was 
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cut, but I couldn't care less as long as I got out of this alive. Fortunately, 
the main street was still full of shoppers and no one paid any attention to 
two teenagers darting in and out of the crowd. 

The cut on my hand required five stitches and I had to make up an 
elaborate lie to explain it to my mother. But it was worth it. I hid the 
books under my bed and, for several months, read them day and night. 
I read the Chinese classics first, and then steadily worked through the 
great works of Western literature. 

Of the Chinese classics, I liked Journey to the West the best. It is the 
story of an omniscient monkey who rebels against the Jade Emperor in 
Heaven. I liked the free spirit of the monkey, who was my kind of hero— 
fearless as well as mischievous. Obeying no authority, he peed in the 
Buddha's hand, stole royal wine from the Jade Emperor, and, after get- 
ting drunk on royal wine, let loose the Emperor’s horses and wreaked 
havoc in Heaven. Later on, in my rebellion against the Great Leader, 
I often thought of myself as a monkey battling the omniscient Jade 
Emperor. 

Of the Western authors, I enjoyed Stendhal and Jack London the 
most. If the Monkey book stirred up my nature of rebellion, Stendhal 
and Jack London sowed the dangerous seed of ambition that would per- 
manently “ruin” me as a little revolutionary. Both Stendhal’s The Red 
and the Black and London’s Martin Eden have a common theme that 
touched my heart: their characters are passionate and tenacious, driven 
to pursue a dream and to rise above their appointed fates. I knew I should 
not, but more than once I cried when reading those novels. I admired the 
character of Martin Eden especially and wished that I would become 
someone like him, overcoming countless failures to achieve success at 
last. 

The “dirty” book The Golden Lotus, however, was a disappointment. 
It was an abridged version, with frequent blanks in the text, indicating 
that words, sentences, or whole passages had been deleted. The censors 
had purged the book before the flames had their chance. I burned most 
of the books as soon as I had read them, for fear of being discovered by 
my mother. The only books that I could not bring myself to destroy were 
The Red and the Black and Martin Eden. I taped them to the underside 
of my bed frame and would read them over and over again. The seeds of 
ambition they sowed in me had taken root and would blossom in the 
coming years, and would pitch me into a long and harsh battle against 
the fate that had been assigned to me by the Great Leader, a fate that few 
people dared to change. 


7 The Great Leader Meets the Red Guards 


During the time I shut myself up in my room reading forbidden books, 
a significant change had occurred in the Cultural Revolution. In the 
summer of 1967, the second year of the revolution, the Great Leader is- 
sued a decree to unite all warring factions of the Red Guards and instill 
in them the spirit of the old Red Army. “From now on,” the Great Leader 
proclaimed, “China will become one big barrack and everyone will be a 
Red soldier.” The Red Guards rejoiced at the Great Leader’s instruction 
and began implementing the scheme immediately. 

Rallies were soon held everywhere in Beijing. Firecrackers exploded in 
the sky, drums shook the dust from the beams of the two-hundred-year- 
old houses, and the Red Guards shook hands with all the rival teams, and 
submitted to the military training provided by the People’s Liberation 
Army. One day, when I emerged from my apartment and went to the 
headquarters of our fighting team, I found the sign bearing the proud 
name of “The Great Wall Fighting Team” had been taken down. “You 
came just in time,” Snivel said. “Here is your new armband. Now all the 
Red Guards in Beijing wear the same armband.” Instead of the words 
“Red Guards of the Great Wall Fighting Team,” the new armband bore 
the simple words: “The Red Guards of the Capital.” I could tell from 
Snivel’s face that he shared my sadness that the Great Wall Fighting 
Team was no more. But Baby Dragon was not too concerned about the 
change. “The Revolutionary Committee has told us that we are going to 
start military training next week,” Baby Dragon said excitedly. “And we 
are going to learn to shoot real rifles. All the Red Guards from the Flying 
Wing School will be in one regiment. Guess who’s the commander of the 
regiment? Snivel’s father!” I looked at Snivel and he smiled. 

A platoon of soldiers led by Snivel’s father came to our school and 
started our training. We were taught to goose-step in formation and we 
practiced target shooting with obsolete rifles from World War I. The 
training was rigorous and kept us busy and tired. I guess that was exactly 
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what the Great Leader had in mind: to keep the Red Guards busy and 
under tight control so that they could no longer run the streets as a law- 
less mob, thus giving him the chance to put the country back in order. 

To show his support for the united Red Guards and his appreciation 
of what they had accomplished for him (whatever that was), Chairman 
Mao began inspecting the Red Guards at mass rallies in July. It became 
the highest honor of a Red Guard to see the Great Leader in person, and 
millions of Red Guards from all over the country flocked to the capi- 
tal to wait for their chance to see the Great Leader. For weeks, tens of 
thousands of them camped out in every available space in Beijing, with 
more arriving daily. In the Big Courtyard, a tent city was set up in the 
park, which housed three thousand Red Guards. Newsreels of the Great 
Leader inspecting the Red Guards were shown repeatedly on the open- 
air screen at one end of the park and we had all seen the movies several 
times. People in the films seemed so happy that most of them jumped 
about like frogs in mating season and, beside themselves, they wept with 
joy. We were told that the Red Guards in the Big Courtyard might get a 
chance to see the Great Leader, too. 

But no one knew when such a mass inspection rally would take place, 
and we were told to be ready at a moment’s notice. “My father said we'd 
better move to the tent city now,” said Snivel one day. “Otherwise, we 
may miss out on seeing the Great Leader.” I was not too crazy to see the 
Great Leader, but as it was expected of every Red Guard, I went along 
with my friends and settled down in the tent city. My parents, of course, 
had no objection to my living there in order to see the Great Leader. 

During most of August and September, we waited day and night, not 
daring to stray too far from our tents. 

To keep our spirits high, company commanders organized rigorous 
training exercises for us during the day, mostly goose-stepping in for- 
mation; in the evening, they conducted endless classes and contests, in 
which we studied and recited the Great Leader’s “Three Old Essays” and 
“ageless poems.” Everybody was required to write reports to express his 
appreciation of these works, and the most effusive essays were displayed 
on company bulletin boards around the tent city. Since I had a little tal- 
ent for words, I became a star in these contests. All my upbringing as a 
revolutionary seemed to have finally paid off here: I wrote several revolu- 
tionary articles, full of embellished hyperbole and studded with numer- 
ous quotations from the Great Leader’s works. Even though I did not be- 
lieve a word of what I wrote, I basked in the glory. On several occasions, 
I was invited to read my articles to the company at the evening meetings, 
and afterwards, to post the essays prominently on the bulletin board. 
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But it was in one of these essays that I made a mistake that was almost 
fatal and that nearly ruined me and my family. It taught me an unforget- 
table lesson on just how dangerous the revolution was to a careless foot 
soldier. 

One evening, just after I had proudly placed my latest article on the 
bulletin board, an elaborate celebration of the Great Leader’s poem “On 
Climbing the Lu Mountain,” a sharp cry from behind startled me: 
“Look at this!” a young man with a Sichuan accent cried, pointing to the 
bottom of my article. “Look at what it says! It attacks the Great Leader! 
Its ANTI-REVOLUTIONARY! Watch him, don’t let him get away! I 
must report it at once!” With that, he dashed toward the company head- 
quarters. 

Everybody around the bulletin board froze at his words. A deadly si- 
lence fell over the crowd. Looking at the end of my own article, I shud- 
dered and my feet became weak and numb and my head dizzy. Some- 
thing cold, like a hairy spider, crept down my spine. The customary 
slogan “Long Live Chairman Mao!” at the end of the article read, “No 
Live Chairman Mao!” It was in my own handwriting. It was a careless 
slip of the pen, but I knew how deadly the offense was. The Red Guards 
had killed people for lesser crimes. 

Baby Dragon and Snivel, who were with me earlier, had slipped into 
the crowd. A small circle of people formed around me, murmuring and 
nodding. I was alone at the center. An invisible line had been drawn be- 
tween me and my former comrades. Everybody had drawn a line be- 
tween themselves and me. It was the loneliest moment of my life. 

Commander Duck Egg of the 134th Company—so-called for his 
shining bald head and his peculiar, almost addictive fondness for pre- 
served black duck eggs—immediately reported the serious incident to 
the commander of the regiment. Duck Egg was another of those whom 
the mysterious hand of the Revolution had plucked out of the mud, 
rinsed clean, and made to shine briefly as a hero. An illiterate cook before 
the Cultural Revolution, he was very proud of his current position and 
his revolutionary instincts, and was always alert to any sign of covert 
class struggle between good revolutionaries and hidden enemies. That 
evening, with my essay in hand, he looked like he had finally found con- 
crete evidence of the class struggle that he always tried so hard to detect. 
He pushed me into the tent that served as the headquarters of the reg- 
iment. 

“Look at this!” he said loudly as soon as we stepped in the tent. He 
handed the paper to Commander Qi of our regiment, who happened to 
be Snivel’s father. “It is so vicious an attack on the Great Leader that I 
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can't even repeat what is written here. It is too venomous to be a casual 
mistake. We have to call a mass rally against him immediately and hand 
him over to the police.” I shuddered at each of his words. 

Commander Qi’s face dropped as he read the paper. He clearly recog- 
nized my name. And he must have recognized the danger to himself, too. 
I was his son’s best friend and we were inseparable companions on the 
Great Wall Fighting Team. If I were declared an anti-revolutionary, his 
son would be implicated, and he himself might be as well. 

“Let me handle this,’ Commander Qi said, pausing to weigh his 
words carefully. “I will investigate this personally and then decide what 
to do. You have done a good job, Commander.” 

That evening, while I was writing the confession ordered by Com- 
mander Qi in his tent, my mother stepped in. Commander Qi had noti- 
fied her. As soon as she saw me, she rushed over. 

“How could you be so stupid? You have ruined your parents! You. . . 
you...you...,” she screamed at me, bitter and resentful tears oozing 
out of her small puffy eyes. “You are not my son if you did this!” With 
a sudden rage, she seized a heavy ruler from the table and swatted me 
across the forehead. She raised the ruler again to give me a second hearty 
swipe, but Commander Qi quickly stepped between us. 

“Please, Comrade Zan,” he said, taking her arm and leading her to a 
chair. “Sit down, please. Fan Shen, why don’t you step outside while I 
talk to your mother?” 

I waited with a heavy heart outside. Even though I resented my 
mother for not protecting me, I knew I had done something that was 
likely to harm her irreparably. My parents’ revolutionary careers could 
have been completely undone by my blunder. Half an hour later, my 
mother came out. She seemed to be relieved. “Commander Qi does not 
think your mistake is intentional and will not charge you with any- 
thing,” she said. “But you will have to write a long and heartfelt self- 
criticism and read it to your company.” As we walked back to my tent, 
she reached out to hold my arm. “You must remember, everything you 
do affects the people who care for you. This is a good lesson for you. Our 
family cannot afford another political blunder.” I took my arm away. I 
felt betrayed. 

After reading a long self-criticism at a company rally, I made five cop- 
ies by hand and posted them on various bulletin boards in the tent city. 
Although at the next meeting Commander Qi told the company that the 
matter was closed, the injury that my heart had suffered from the event 
has never completely healed. 
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The marching order came at one o'clock in the morning on October 
15. In darkness, we boarded a column of army trucks, which then rum- 
bled through dim streets for more than an hour before stopping on a side 
street. Beijings autumn nights were already chilly, and a small but steady 
breeze made us shiver when we stiffly climbed out of the open trucks. 
Despite the large number of people who soon filled the entire street, it 
was unusually quiet. We were soon assembled into companies and led 
off by the commanding officers. 

The columns moved silently but swiftly through the dimly lit streets. 
After looping around the old city for some time, my company suddenly 
stumbled out of the maze of streets and marched into the capacious ex- 
panse of Tiananmen Square. I could see dozens of columns like my own 
streaming into the Square from all directions simultaneously. 

As vast numbers of people squished and pummeled each other, my 
column slowly made its way toward the Monument of the People’s He- 
roes. Contours of the buildings surrounding the world’s largest square 
were starting to become visible through the bluish morning mist. The 
Gate of Heavenly Peace, the first of a series of gates built to guard 
the Forbidden City, loomed in front of us with its gigantic portrait of the 
Great Leader above the lofty gate where emperors used to hang the heads 
of executed prisoners. By the time the sun was visible above the flat roof 
of the Museum of History, my company settled in front of the Monu- 
ment of the People’s Heroes, about five hundred yards from the Gate of 
Heavenly Peace. From our central location, I could see that the whole 
square was jammed with people, who formed a two-colored ocean of 
brown uniforms speckled with red banners and red armbands. The next 
day the People’s Daily reported that 1.2 million Red Guards attended the 
rally. 

The wait was long. Some people said the Great Leader would appear 
on the Gate of Heavenly Peace at ten. Ten o'clock passed quietly. The 
loudspeakers mounted on each of the lampposts throughout the square 
broadcast songs whose lyrics were popular quotations from the Great 
Leader’s Little Red Book: “Harden Our Hearts,” “A Revolution Is Not 
a Dinner Party,” and “Young People Are The Morning Sun.” People 
hummed along with the loudspeakers. The sun had risen, bright and 
warm, and despite our fatigue and lack of sleep, we were in high spirits. 

After sitting on the hard ground for several hours, however, my butt 
started to hurt. I could hardly stretch my legs without kicking the per- 
sons around me. Baby Dragon and Snivel were playing cards, so I had to 
try to find something entertaining for myself to keep from falling asleep. 
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I looked at the people around me and suddenly noticed that Com- 
mander Duck Egg had been summoned to a meeting and his bag, con- 
taining his lunch, lay on the ground across the narrow passageway from 
me. A naughty thought immediately occurred to me. I was a timid per- 
son in general, but once in a while, I would do something silly and bold, 
and this was one of those times. I stood up on the passageway, stretched 
my arms several times, yawned once or twice, turned around, and sat 
down on the wrong side of the passageway, squarely on Commander 
Duck Egg’s bag. I could feel the boiled eggs give way and the steamed 
bun flatten under my weight. A surreptitious sensation of joy radiated 
throughout my body. Having crushed Commander Duck Egg’s food, I 
inched away, pretending to be puzzled at what I was sitting on. I was glad 
that nobody paid any attention to me. 

By noon, the sky had turned cloudy and breezy. Tired of sitting and 
singing, people began unpacking their lunches. Having had nothing to 
eat since supper the night before, I munched heartily on my steamed bun 
and waited for the little drama to begin. 

Commander Duck Egg returned from his meeting and sat down to 
open his lunch. I peered sideways in the direction of the shining head, 
eagerly anticipating the impending explosion. He soon extracted the 
flattened bun and crushed eggs from his bag and instantly bellowed: 
“What?! WHO STEPPED ON MY LUNCH?” His eyes bulged as he 
showed the crushed eggs to us. We looked up at the commander with 
sympathy. But the eggs and the bun were in such comically sorry shape 
that Baby Dragon and a few other insolent people started to laugh. Inno- 
cently, like everybody else, I also laughed, but I made sure that I did not 
laugh any harder than the others. It was a perfect little revenge for what 
he had done to me. 

By two o'clock, the festive atmosphere had faded. Lunch was over and 
the sun was in hiding, and the people were now subdued, talking in 
groups of two or three in low voices. From time to time, I saw a white 
canvas stretcher carried by two medics thread its way through the crowd 
toward the edge of the square. There are always people who faint at 
such rallies. 

By four-thirty, a plump young woman sitting in front of me passed 
along a rumor that the rally had been postponed till tomorrow after- 
noon, because the Great Leader was still in an important meeting. At 
five-thirty, the loudspeakers began playing “Sailing the Ocean Depends 
on the Helmsman,” which seemed to confirm the plump woman’s omi- 
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nous rumor, for the song was always played at the end of a mass rally. 
Hearing it, some people sighed and began packing. 

Then, all of a sudden, without warning, all the loudspeakers broke off 
in the middle of “Sailing the Ocean Depends on the Helmsman,” and 
started “Red Is the East,” and we all knew what it meant. It was the signa- 
ture song that always accompanied the Great Leader’s appearance. We 
saw people closer to the Gate of Heavenly Peace jump up and start to 
wave their Little Red Books and shout, “LONG LIVE CHAIRMAN 
MAO! LONG LIVE CHAIRMAN MAO!” The waving and shouting 
spread like a tsunami through the entire square. The shouting was deaf- 
ening. Everybody around me shot up, waving and shouting, jumping up 
and down, trying to get a glimpse of the Great Leader over the hundreds 
of thousands of waving Little Red Books. The plump woman who had 
started the rumor not long ago wiped her eyes and sobbed loudly. Being 
a head shorter than the adults in front of me, I could see nothing. Baby 
Dragon and I tried to jump up to get a glimpse of the Great Leader, but 
that did not help either. The great Imperial Gate was too far from us; I 
could hardly make out the small moving specks on top of the gate. Wav- 
ing mechanically and softly saying “Long Live Chairman Mao,” I re- 
sentfully watched the spirited jumping bodies all around me. I felt I was 
being cheated. But I also felt guilty that I was not excited. With the pres- 
ence of the Great Leader, I was supposed to be excited, as all true revolu- 
tionaries should be. I was supposed to think of all the great things that 
the Great Leader had done for China and of his plump benevolent face 
on posters, and then get tearful as many people around me did. I did try 
to do that, to imagine all that I was supposed to imagine, but my pulse 
did not go faster and tears did not come to my eyes. Nothing happened 
at all. The presence of the Great Saint stirred up nothing in me. I kept 
wondering if everybody around me was genuine in his happiness to see 
the Great Leader, although he was only one of the small black ants mov- 
ing on top of the Gate of Heavenly Peace. Looking at my friends, I felt 
almost certain that I saw tears sparkle in Snivel’s eyes—along with the 
ever-present free-flowing snot on his face. Beside him, Baby Dragon 
jumped tirelessly as if he were fueled by an inexhaustible battery. What 
made them so excited, having seen next to nothing? 

“Stretcher! Stretcher!” Several voices around me shouted. The plump 
woman, who had spread the rumor and who had hopped and shouted 
and cried like a victim of torture, had risen—or rather fallen—to the 
occasion. She had fainted from excitement. Two medics soon squeezed 
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through the passageway and hoisted her up on a stretcher. They carried 
her above people’s heads and moved gingerly toward the edge of the 
square. As they passed, everybody's eyes followed her with admiration 
and respect: few accomplish such a heroic feat. The stretcher finally dis- 
appeared into the crowd, and people returned to jumping and shouting, 
and I joined in too, this time with greater energy. I was hoping that by 
giving it all the energy I had, some great emotion would flow into me so 
that I could at least get some tears into my eyes to show my friends. But 
then another idea hit me, which was even better. I jumped up one more 
time and let out the loudest cry that I could manage, “Long Live Chair- 
man Mao!” and then I went limp and dropped to the ground and closed 
my eyes. 

“Stretcher! Stretcher! Fan Shen has fainted!” I heard Baby Dragon's 
voice. I was soon picked up by many hands and put on a stretcher. I be- 
gan to float over people’s heads. I must say it was most pleasant to be car- 
ried out like a fallen hero in a moment like that. I kept my eyes shut and 
enjoyed every minute of the long ride. When I opened my eyes once 
my joyful journey came to an end, I found that I had been laid on the 
ground next to the fat woman, and was surrounded by Baby Dragon and 
Snivel and Duck Egg. I was very satisfied to see the admiration in Com- 
mander Duck Egg’s eyes, but I had to close my eyes right away so that I 
would not laugh out loud and give myself away. 

I listened to the shouting around me for nearly half an hour. And 
then, suddenly, the thunderous shouting stopped. In a moment, the 
loudspeakers switched to “Sailing the Ocean Depends on the Helms- 
man’ to signal the end of the rally, and then a voice ordered the crowd to 
withdraw from the square in an orderly fashion. I was lifted up once 
more and carried out of Tiananmen Square. Again, I enjoyed the gentle 
ride back to our trucks. It was past five in the morning when the trucks 
stopped at the tent city in the Big Courtyard. Few people spoke on the 
return journey: obviously they had neither energy nor voice left. And 
throughout the journey, I kept my eyes and mouth shut to be consistent 
with my role as an exhausted fallen hero. 

When the newsreel about the most recent inspection of the Red 
Guards by the Great Leader came out two weeks later, I finally saw what 
I had missed on that historic day. I saw the Great Leader slowly wave 
his white fleshy hand, his plump face expressionless, as if he were un- 
aware that a million people, including his vice chairman behind him, 
were waving their Little Red Books and shouting “Long Live Chairman 
Mao!” The face looked completely emotionless, even a bit irritated. But 
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seeing that face, people at the movie got excited and teary all over again, 
which puzzled me greatly. What did they see that I didn’t? Some people 
in the front rows shouted “Long Live Chairman Mao” every time he ap- 
peared on the screen. One woman in the audience sobbed uncontrolla- 
bly throughout the movie. From her voice, I suspect it was the same 
woman who had fainted so heroically before me at the rally. 

Watching the movie, I felt certain that at that very moment, on the 
lofty Gate of Heavenly Peace amid the waves of the brown and red 
ocean, the Great Leader was planning something new for the Red 
Guards, who seemed to irritate him with all that shouting. Perhaps he 
will give us more military training, I thought. I could not have known, 
of course, that within a few months, what he had in mind would change 
my life completely. He would send me on a long, arduous, and miserable 
journey, along with thousands of his loyal former Red Guards. Like the 
monkey’s journey, mine was to a deserted land in the west, thousands of 
miles away from the capital, and like his, it was a journey filled with bat- 
tles against local monsters, and finally against the Jade Emperor himself. 


Does the road wind uphill all the way? 
Yes, to the very end. 


Christina Rossetti 


2 Earth 


8 The Journey West 


It took me many years to figure out the possible reasons why the Great 
Leader sent me and millions of Red Guards to remote villages to live 
as peasants, which caused great destruction to the rural economy and 
brought enormous misery to our young lives. It must have been another 
of his schemes to tame the Red Guards and to solve the urgent issue of 
unemployment for millions of city youths, because most of the factories 
were shut down during the Cultural Revolution. But, of course, he did 
not say anything like that when he ordered us to the countryside in Janu- 
ary 1968. What he said was, “All the Red Guards should go live among 
revolutionary peasants for the rest of your lives and to learn the spirit of 
the old Red Army through hard labor.” Whatever the true reason, the 
scheme failed completely, for few of us became true revolutionaries with 
the spirit of the old Red Army, and nearly all of us eventually escaped the 
miserable countryside and returned to cities. 

But in 1968, nobody dared to question the Great Leader’s word and his 
wish was taken as an order from God. It became a national movement, 
and within a few weeks millions of Red Guards were sent to rural areas. 
Some of them went willingly, but many others, like me, went reluctantly. 
I was ordered to go with the first group because of my family problem, 
and the Revolutionary Committee told me that I was in special need of 
education by revolutionary peasants. 

In early February, Commander Duck Egg, representing the Revolu- 
tionary Committee, informed me that I had been chosen to be sent to 
Shaanbei, one of the poorest regions in the country. “Congratulations, 
Fan Shen. It’s a great honor from Chairman Mao,” he said to me, “that 
you are among the first Red Guards to settle down in Shaanbei. It’s a 
priceless opportunity to learn from revolutionary peasants. Our com- 
pany is honored to have one in the first group.” I did not believe the lofty 
words he bestowed upon me, and I knew that Duck Egg had chosen me 
either because of my essay with that misspelled slogan or because he 
found out that I was the one who spoiled his lunch. 
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“Could you give the honor to someone else this time?” I asked with- 
out much hope. 

“No,” said Duck Egg firmly. “The Revolution Committee has dis- 
cussed it thoroughly and because of your family background, we feel that 
you are the best choice to go first.” 

I knew it was useless to argue with Duck Egg, so I went home and 
pleaded with my mother. “But you have to go,” said my mother. “Think 
of your family. If you don’t go, your father and I will be in more trouble, 
and we can't afford to have more trouble than we already have. You have 
to follow the command of the Great Leader.” I disliked the way she used 
lofty revolutionary words to talk to me, but I knew she was right: I dared 
not disobey the Great Leader's order. 

On February 23, with a heavy heart, I left Beijing on an overcrowded 
train. But what made leaving Beijing so hard was not that I would leave 
my parents or that I was barely fourteen and had never left home be- 
fore, but that neither of my two remaining friends from the Great Wall 
Fighting Team came with me. To avoid my fate, a few days after I was 
chosen, Baby Dragon left the Big Courtyard quietly and joined the army 
through the “back door,” that is, with the help of his father. Soon after- 
ward, Snivel left the Big Courtyard, too. His father, who was now the 
chairman of the Revolutionary Committee, found him a job as an office 
clerk in the railroad yard. 

On the crowded special train whose passengers were all former Red 
Guards, however, I soon found something to cheer me up. Not long after 
the train started, I discovered, sitting not far from me, two former Red 
Guard friends whom I had met during the battle at Beijing University. 
Meeting Smoking Devil and Water Buffalo was a godsend. I hit it off 
well with them and decided to go to the same village they did. The off- 
cial in charge of the train thought it made no difference whether I went 
to one village or another and agreed to give me permission to transfer to 
my friends village. It did not take me long to realize how lucky I was to 
have found these resourceful friends, who would become my guardians 
and teachers later. 

The train ride from Beijing to Xi'an was long and wearying. The black 
steam engine huffed and puffed westward for two days and two nights 
before finally dragging us into Xian, an ancient capital of many dy- 
nasties. 

When the train stopped, I waited until the compartment was nearly 
empty before I dragged down the two bags I brought with me and got off 
the train. The scene on the platform immediately gave me a sense of 
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tiredness and loneliness. The soot-covered train was limply heaving the 
last of its steam, and people were hurrying past me with their backs bent 
under the weight of their luggage. No one even glanced in my direction. 
Standing there in the chilly breeze, I became keenly aware of the fact that 
I was in a strange city now, hundreds of miles away from my family, and 
I was on my way to live in a village among peasants for the rest of my life. 
The thought of living in a poor village for the rest of my life depressed 
me. 

I picked up the bags and shuffled toward the exit gate. The gate was 
still crowded with people who pushed one another to try to get out 
quickly. I could see my two friends, with bags on their shoulders, push- 
ing hard through the crowd. Anxiously, I watched them fight their way 
toward the gate because I knew that it was crucial that they got out of the 
train station as soon as possible, in order to reach the ticket counter for 
the long-distance bus. The train ride to Xi’an was only half of our jour- 
ney, the easy half. A bus ride of three hundred miles over rough country 
roads still lay ahead. Only three buses left each day and those who could 
not get bus tickets would have to spend a night or two at the crowded 
train station, sleeping on the hard benches. Few of us had the money to 
stay in a hotel. 

As I was moving slowly and watching my friends, a peasant girl 
walked up to me. 

“Would you like a boiled egg? Ten cents. Very fresh,” she said with a 
thick accent and held an egg up to my face. Her other hand carried a 
wicker basket filled with boiled eggs and steamed bread. 

“No,” I said. I still had two or three boiled eggs in one of my bags, the 
remains of the food packed by my mother. 

“How about a steamed bun? Two for ten cents. Just made today. Are 
you going to catch the bus to Shaanbei? It will take a whole day and there 
is no food on the bus.” She put the egg into the basket and picked up two 
large steamed buns. I noticed that the hand holding the bread was gro- 
tesquely deformed, like an eagle’s claw; her fingers could open barely 
enough to grasp the buns. Her hands must have been burned badly once. 

I felt sorry for her; she was perhaps just my age. I put down the bags, 
took out a wrinkled ten-cent bill from my pocket, and bought the buns. 

Twenty minutes later, I lugged my bags out the station gate and saw 
my two friends sitting triumphantly on their bedrolls in the sunshine in 
front of the bus station. They had already bought the bus tickets. Water 
Buffalo’s brown shirt was opened at the collar and he was fanning his 
thick neck with a newspaper. 
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“If only I could have a bowl of zhajiangmian now,” he said as he 
sniffed the air and looked longingly at the exhaust fan of a small restau- 
rant on the corner of the station square. The wistful tone meant that his 
sentence would not be completed. Zhajiangmian was his favorite food; it 
consisted of noodles with fried soybean paste and shredded meat. Unfor- 
tunately, he had it only once a year, on the eve of the Spring Festival. 

To show my gratitude, I handed him one of the steamed buns that I 
bought from the peasant girl. Water Buffalo took a big bite and chewed 
with an obvious expression of pleasure and gratitude. 

Sitting beside Water Buffalo, Smoking Devil declined the steamed 
bun, and was practicing his “trade” again by drawing on a long pipe. He 
had already smoked so much in his life that all his fingers were the color 
of beef sticks, his lips the color of an eggplant, and half of his face the 
color of brown leather. He was the ultimate smoking connoisseur and 
could describe minute differences between each brand of cigarettes and 
pipe tobacco. There was nothing about smoking that he did not know. 
In his luggage, he had more than a dozen different pipes—clay, ceramic, 
porcelain, copper, steel, cherrywood, cottonwood, pinewood, and so on. 
Most of them he made himself. But what impressed me most about 
Smoking Devil was not his knowledge of tobacco, but his fantastic ways 
of smoking, like the “seven-hole puffing”: he let a wreath of smoke slowly 
escape from his nostrils and mouth and swiveled his head slightly from 
side to side to weave the strands of smoke around his head, creating the 
illusion that the smoke actually came out of all seven holes in his head— 
his eyes, nostrils, mouth, and ears. He was so proud of his expertise that 
he nicknamed himself. 

“Life is like a smoke,” he often quoted his own aphorism. “Youd bet- 
ter enjoy it while it is there.” At the moment, that was exactly what he 
was doing, amusing himself with his seven-hole puffing routine. I sat 
down beside him and took a bite of the steamed bun. 

“Look at those people,” said Smoking Devil, nodding to the crowd at 
the ticket window. “It’s not going to be pretty when it’s time to get on 
the bus.” 

I looked at the noisy mob apprehensively. “I hope we can get a seat on 
the bus,” I said. 

Taking a few quick puffs, Smoking Devil abruptly knocked the ashes 
out of his pipe and stood up. “Watch the luggage,” he said to me. “I need 
to take a walk.” 

Half an hour later, he came back with a middle-aged man, wearing a 
greasy black overcoat, who looked like the bus driver. Smoking Devil 
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beckoned to me and Water Buffalo to get up, and the three of us lugged 
our bags and followed the man to the back of the bus station. He walked 
to a Soviet antique of the ’s50s with mud and rusty patches all over its an- 
cient body. Without a word, the man threw our luggage onto the luggage 
rack on top of the bus and opened the door to let us on. As I stepped on 
the bus, I noticed a brass pipe sticking out of the man’s breast pocket. 

Sitting comfortably in the seat just behind the driver’s, Smoking Devil 
skillfully rolled a cigarette, lit it, took a deep draw, and blew out an al- 
most perfect circle. “Smoking is the universal language,” he said, turn- 
ing and smiling to us proudly. “All smokers are brothers who help each 
other. The driver is a brother who will take care of us all the way to 
Shaanbei. It’s a ten-hour ride. If you don’t have a seat, God bless your 
legs. Now, close your windows. It will save us some trouble later.” Al- 
though he was only three years older than I, Smoking Devil spoke like 
one of Plato's philosopher-kings. He sounded as if he had been through 
the toughest battles and had acquired, through those battles and deep re- 
flection on everyday life, the divine wisdom we all seek. I was very proud 
to have a friend like him. 

The driver came back half an hour later and started the engine. The 
ancient engine roared, and the bus shook some of the mud from its body 
and began to sway along the gravel path. Slowly, it turned around and 
rolled into the front of the station. A long line of people laden with bulky 
bags was waiting. Before the bus came to a stop, the queue disintegrated 
and people rushed the bus from all sides, attacking it like a school of pira- 
nha on a cow stranded in the Amazon River. I had seen people fighting 
to get on a bus in Beijing before, but never in my life had I seen as fierce 
a battle as the one unfolding before my eyes. As soon as the driver opened 
the door, it was promptly jammed by human bodies; no one wanted any- 
one else to get on first. Several young men stood on the shoulders of their 
friends and tried to climb in through the windows. Further away from 
the windows, people were throwing their luggage, which thumped and 
shook the bus as it landed on the rack. A bag thrown too far from one side 
sailed over the bus and landed on top of a girl on the other side. She let 
out a scream and fell to the ground. A few hands pulled her to the perim- 
eter of the mayhem and lay her down by the curb. Behind me a young 
man climbed in headfirst through a window and dropped heavily to the 
floor of the bus. He immediately sprang up, rubbed his forehead, which 
had hit the steel leg of a seat, and turned to the window to pull in his 
friend. 


A tall gaunt man in a sweat-streaked and wrinkled uniform pounded 
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the metal hull and appealed to me to help pull him into the bus. His up- 
turned face was so close to mine that I could see giant soybeans of sweat 
on the man’s hollow face and green luggage straps cutting deeply into his 
thin shoulders. “Please, young brother,” he pleaded, a drop of sweat 
dripping into his mouth. “Please, little comrade. Little Brother, I will 
never forget your help if you—” 

I thought of helping him to get at least his luggage in and I stood up 
to lift up the window. 

“Dont do it!” Smoking Devil turned around and snarled at me. 
“Don't look at him. This is a help-yourself, dog-eat-dog world. You can’t 
afford to help all the people who need help.” 

I obeyed, turning my head away from the window. From the scene all 
around the bus, I knew Smoking Devil was right. There was hardly any 
room in the bus already. 

It was more than fifteen minutes before the battle ended, but the 
drama was far from over. All the seats were filled, most of them with one 
or two extra people, and the luggage racks overhead bulged with bags. 
But a few people were still trying to push their way into the bus; two of 
them had one foot on the step and hung halfway out of the bus. A loud 
female voice screamed from behind them. 

“Get down! The two of you! Can't you see the bus is packed like a 
dung-beetle’s ball?” The woman conductor grabbed the bags on the 
men’s backs and pulled them backward. But the men stubbornly held on. 

“Damn it! LET GO!” the driver suddenly roared. Till then, he had 
been quietly and patiently enjoying the whole drama. He stood up, 
craned his head over the people on the steps in the bus, and cursed again: 
“Damn it! If the conductor does not get on the bus, no one will leave. We 
are already half an hour late. GET THE HELL DOWN NOW! OR 
PLL COME DOWN AND KICK YOU OFF!” He threw a ball of 
greasy rags at the face of the nearest man. 

The two men finally let go of the door handles. The doors scraped 
heavily across the back of the conductor when the driver yanked on the 
lever that closed them. The bus started to roll away. But just as it was 
gaining speed, it suddenly lurched to a stop. The sudden stop caused a 
heavy bag to slid off the luggage rack and drop on someone’s head. 

“What the hell are you doing, Pickle Pot?” the woman conductor 
yelled at the driver, who in turn thrust his upper body out of the side 
window and yelled at a figure that blocked the bus: “Bastard! Do you 
want to go to hell right now?” Veins on his neck looked like ropes. “I 
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should fucking crush you like a rotten egg—if I did, it wouldn't be my 
fault!” 

I looked out the window and saw the person who blocked the bus. It 
was a young boy with a sickly yellow face. Running to the driver’s side, 
he cupped his mouth with his hands and shouted: “My luggage is still on 
top of the bus. My luggage!” 

“Shit! Why did you throw it up there if you can’t get on the bus?” the 
driver said as much in exasperation as in anger. With a sigh, he then 
moved back into the bus, leaned back in his seat, and waited for the boy 
to climb up and get his bag. 

The bus was quiet for a moment. The people who werent lucky 
enough to get on the bus were returning to the shade under the veranda, 
to wait for the next bus, which would come in four hours. As people scat- 
tered, I noticed a young girl sitting on a bedroll on the veranda, quietly 
staring at the bus. She wore a light blue shirt and blue pants; her skin, in 
contrast to the people around her, was unusually white. Her very large 
eyes and sharply curved eyebrows all looked familiar, but I could not re- 
member where I had seen her. 

When the bus started moving again and we passed the girl, I was star- 
tled by the fiery look in those eyes. My heart began throbbing. The 
memory came back to me ina flash: two girls huddling with the mother 
as the Red Guards ransacked their home; Whiskers threatening to slap 
the younger girl, named Li Ling; and I holding the big picture book, 
walking past her as her eyes radiated hatred. I could never forget those 
eyes. The picture book with naked women was in my luggage with me. 
It was one of three books that I did not burn. 

Obviously Li Ling did not recognize me when the bus rolled past her, 
which was a good thing. No doubt she'd have hated my guts if she recog- 
nized meas one of those Red Guards who killed her father. Still I felt that 
this ignominious episode—which I hated to remember—seemed to 
have created a special connection between her and me, and fora while I 
wondered if fate would allow me to see her again, even though I knew I 
probably would not have the courage to speak to her if I were to meet her 
again. Throughout the journey, as I dozed tiredly in the crowded bus, I 
could not put the image of her sitting quietly on her bedroll out of my 
mind and I thought from time to time what I would say to Li Ling if I 
saw her again. 


9 The Beijing Kids 


We arrived at the headquarters of the Dragon Gorge Commune the next 
morning. Uncle Cricket met our group in the commune’s courtyard. He 
was the Party secretary of the Third Production Team, and was here to 
take us to his village. He was probably no more than fifty years of age but 
looked much older, his rough nut-brown face crisscrossed with deep 
wrinkles. 

He dressed slightly differently from other peasants. Instead of a black 
homemade shirt stained with sweat, he wore a blue Mao jacket, although 
it was hard to tell whether it was blue or gray at first glance; the color, ex- 
cept under the armpits, was largely gone. Thirteen years of washing and 
sunshine will do that to a jacket. The reason I knew the exact age of the 
jacket was that he told us that it was bought to celebrate the birth of his 
last child, his only son—now thirteen years old—after suffering the hu- 
miliation of having five girls in a row. Considering its age, the jacket was 
still in good shape. The reason, we later found out, was that he wore it 
only on special occasions. And today was a special occasion. 

Having loaded up our luggage onto two horse wagons, Uncle Cricket 
proudly drove off the lead wagon with nine of us “Beijing Kids” on 
board. From the very start, it was clear that he took the Great Leader’s in- 
struction very seriously, to “re-educate” the youths from the city. As the 
horse-drawn wagons swung along the rough country road, he gave us 
in his thick accent the first lengthy lecture on the revolution in the vil- 
lage. “You must keep your eyes wide open,” he said slowly. The phrases 
seemed to jump out of his mouth in short spurts whenever the wagon hit 
a bump. “The enemies are everywhere. There is still a landlord’s son in 
the village who we all know is a dangerous enemy. You must all watch out 
for him.” We all smiled and nodded at his singsong accent. The novelty 
of riding a horse wagon witha peasant excited me and I forgot the fatigue 
of the long trip. Throughout the six-hour journey, I sang with others all 
the revolutionary songs we knew, especially our favorite song, “Harden 
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Our Hearts.” It was a pleasant sunny morning and our young voices re- 
verberated among the barren hills that seemed to share our innocent en- 
thusiasm. 


The Third Production Team included the entire village of Big Porcu- 
pine, with a population of eight hundred. The word “Big” distinguished 
it from two other porcupine villages, Black Porcupine, three miles to the 
east, and Small Porcupine, five miles to the southwest. 

The two “cave-houses” that we settled in were halfway up a hill, just 
outside of the village. Like all the other cave-houses in that region, they 
were arched holes dug into the yellow clay hillside, about five or six steps 
wide and ten steps deep. The entrance was sealed by a dirt-brick wall 
with a door and a window whose panes were covered with rough straw 
paper. The inside of each cave-house was dominated by a large kang, a 
heated brick bed. The slightly larger cave-house on the left was for me 
and my five male comrades. The women’s cave-house on the right, with 
a very large wood stove, also served as the communal kitchen for the 
group. There was no electricity, plumbing, or running water. The out- 
house was on top of the hill up a steep footpath and was nothing more 
than four poles with a straw mat wrapped around them. A narrow foot- 
path sloped down to the bottom of the ravine, through which ran a small 
stream bearing the grand name of “Dragon Gorge River.” We would 
take turns fetching water to fill the two large vats we used for cooking 
and washing. 

In the men’s cave, beside me, Smoking Devil, and Water Buffalo, there 
were also my three new comrades, Green Olive, Mirror Wang, and 
Heart Attack. 

Although a year older than I, Green Olive was nearly half a head 
shorter. He must have stopped growing when he was ten. The home- 
made, ill-fitting jacket he wore was at least two sizes too large and hung 
from his body as if from a scarecrow. Green Olive, however, was a very 
easygoing person and never seemed to notice any of these oddities. 

In contrast to Green Olive’s agreeable and mild outgoing nature, Mir- 
ror Wang was quiet and conscientious. He had thick glasses and came 
from a proper and intellectual family; both his father and mother had 
been instructors of Chinese literature at the Beijing Normal School. Un- 
like the rest of us with our short crew cuts, his hair was long and combed 
neatly to the left. He was so concerned about his hair that, whenever no 
one was looking (or so he thought), he would take out a little mirror that 
he carried in his pocket and check on its condition. When he talked, he 
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would end each sentence with a quick sweep of the hand over his pre- 
cious hair. 

Heart Attack was a handsome young man of eighteen, with a square 
jaw and high cheekbones. He acquired his ominous name a week before 
my arrival, when he and some other Beijing Kids who came early were as- 
sembled at the headquarters of the Dragon Gorge Commune, waiting 
to be assigned to a village. During a meeting there, he fainted and was 
rushed to the county hospital where he stayed for two days. For a while, 
his heart raced so fast that the doctors thought he'd had a heart attack and 
sent an “imminent death notice” to his family in Beijing. But he mi- 
raculously recovered when his brother arrived two days later, and the 
doctors never could diagnose the problem. Since then, his name was 
Heart Attack to all the Beijing Kids, and strangely, he took it as a 
badge of honor and always cheerfully responded when someone shouted 
“Heart Attack.” 

Of the three girls in the cave-house next door, Ya Rong, at twenty-one, 
was not only the oldest of the entire group, but also the heaviest. Her 
large head sat directly and solidly on her round shoulders—no need for 
a neck. Dangling from the back of the massive head were two long, thin 
pigtails like two straw ropes. Of all the Beijing Kids, she was the one I 
liked the least, because she seemed genuinely eager to be re-educated by 
revolutionary peasants and she sat with a big and flattering smile by Un- 
cle Cricket for the entire wagon ride. We called her Big Quilt because of 
her large, fleshy body and the big bedroll that she brought with her. 

The two other girls, Yin Yin and Yang Yang, were twins, but seemed 
completely opposite persons with the same long and smooth face. Their 
parents somehow divined the temperament of each when they picked 
their names. Yin Yin—meaning cloudy—was always sullen and never 
smiled. Yang Yang—sunny—talked and laughed incessantly, as if she 
were trying to make up for her sister’s deficiencies. For the first year, Yin 
Yin stayed home to make meals for the group, and Yang Yang sang in the 
field for us boys. Needless to say, we all liked Yang Yang the best. 

Exhausted from the long journey, I slept soundly on the warm kang 
for nearly two days. On the third day, Uncle Cricket came and told us to 
get ready for work. “We have just embarked on a proud project: To ‘Re- 
model the Globe, ” he said. “You probably have seen the big-letter post- 
ers throughout the village when you came. This is a project designed by 
the Great Leader himself, who has called on all the communes in China 
to remodel the earth, to build terraced fields on barren hills for better 
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water conservation and a higher crop yield. Now, you came just in time 
for this most honorable project in our village.” 

At four o'clock the next morning, I was violently awakened by loud 
knocks on the door. Shivering, I quickly slipped into the padded winter 
jacket that my mother had remade for me out of an old army coat, and 
jumped to the ground. The cave-house was ice cold; the fire that heated 
the kang before we went to sleep had died during the night. I groped 
around in darkness, found the door, and opened it. It was still pitch 
black outside and a bitter draft rushed in. Along with the wind, the dark 
shadow of Uncle Cricket swept into the cave. 

“The rooster has crowed!” he snarled in his thick singsong dialect. He 
seemed to be a completely different person now, sullen and impatient. 
He struck a match and lit the lamp. Finding all the other young men still 
in bed, he yelled: “Get up!” and roughly pulled up Green Olive’s blanket, 
exposing a thin shivering body, like that of a plucked chicken. “All the 
villagers are already in the field. We are late. Hurry!” 

“Isnt he like Skinner Zhou? It’s only four o'clock!” Green Olive grum- 
bled as soon as Uncle Cricket walked out to rouse the girls next door. 
Skinner Zhou was a rich landlord in a story who used to imitate the crow 
of roosters in the middle of the night and then drive his farmhands to 
work. But we were too busy to chuckle at the comparison. Smoking 
Devil rushed up the hill to occupy the outhouse while Water Buffalo 
sniffed around the room looking for leftovers to eat. 

Ten minutes later, we set out to work. Except for a few dim flickering 
stars, the sky was dark and the pre-dawn gusts of wind cut our exposed 
skin like small razors. Behind Uncle Cricket, we stumbled along on the 
snowy road, carrying picks and shovels on our shoulders. The road was 
narrow and steep and sometimes I had to crawl on my hands and knees 
so that I would not fall down the slippery slope. “I wish I had the wisdom 
of Yin Yin,” Smoking Devil muttered dolefully as his thin legs moved 
unsteadily on the scraggly path. Yin Yin was the only one who stayed be- 
hind and did not have to get up so early. I couldn't agree with Smoking 
Devil more. 

Up one hill and down another—again and again—we seemed to have 
walked along time and passed many shadowy hills, all looking the same. 

We finally stopped on top of a large hill. The shirt inside my padded 
coat was already soaked through with sweat. Against the deep blue of the 
sky, I could see the silhouette of a large, round boulder peculiarly jutting 
out over the smooth snow-covered hill. Evidently, Uncle Cricket had 
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chosen this hill for a particular purpose: to give us a lesson on the local 
history of the communist revolution. After assembling us under the 
boulder, he began the lecture: “This is the Red Army Hill. From where 
you stand right now, a Red Army General named Hu Tu directed a battle 
against the nationalist troops in 1946. During the battle, General Hu was 
struck by an enemy shell and died right on this spot. This land is soaked 
with a martyr's blood and has become a symbol of the revolution. Now 
we must carry on the Red Army’s spirit and tame these barren hills. This 
is Chairman Mao’s test of your revolutionary spirit.” 

For a semiliterate peasant, Uncle Cricket was surprisingly eloquent. 

“You are the first to launch our campaign to ‘Remodel the Globe,’ ” 
Uncle Cricket continued, sweeping his hand across the shadowy hills 
around us. “It isan honor that the Party has decided to bestow upon you, 
the Beijing Kids. Will you let the Party down? The Great Leader has said 
those who show a Red heart will be welcomed back to Beijing, and those 
who dont will spend the rest of their lives here. The village is watching 
you. The Party is watching you. The Great Leader is watching you. Now, 
before we start, let’s recite the Great Leader’s ‘Harden Our Hearts.’” 

Uncle Cricket’s words filled my heart with apprehension: this was a 
test from the Great Leader and I could not afford to fail it. As soon as 
the work started, I threw myself energetically into the work, and being 
young and naive, I did not question the sanity of what we were doing: 
eight young people trying to flatten a large hill with picks and shovels, 
and then carrying rocks up from the bottom of the ravine to protect the 
leveled patches of land from erosion. All I was thinking was to show Un- 
cle Cricket my big Red heart so that he would allow me to return to Bei- 
jing some day. 

The work was hard. The earth was frozen and each time my pick 
struck the ground, it sent a painful jolt like an electrical shock from my 
hands to my heart. But the result was only a pitiful white dent and a 
clump of dirt the size of a walnut. It took several swings to break through 
the layer of frost. The progress was painfully slow. And it was not long 
before I discovered several blisters on my hands. 

Despite the frigid conditions and solid ground, we worked energeti- 
cally for the first two hours; we even laughed sometimes and swung our 
picks at a feverish pace. Once in a while, Smoking Devil would urge 
Yang Yang to sing a song, and she would oblige with a song of the Great 
Leader’s quotations. It seemed to me that this was a pleasant game de- 
signed for us by Chairman Mao and it would be over soon, so I wasn’t too 
bothered by the pain in my hands. 
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The game singing and the laughter, however, did not last long. Hard 
as it was, leveling the ground turned out to be just a warm-up. After we 
had leveled a small strip of land, Uncle Cricket told us to switch to the 
next task—carrying rocks from the riverbank to the top of the hill. That 
soon silenced the songs and wiped the smiles off our young faces. 

I had never carried a basket of rocks and did not know how heavy it 
would be. The first time I put a basket of rocks on my shoulders I nearly 
lost my balance and fell backward into the river. They weighed at least as 
much as I did. Each step up the hill was a struggle. I had to crawl on my 
hands and knees most of the time. It seemed a long time before I suc- 
ceeded in crawling to the halfway point where Uncle Cricket was stand- 
ing, and just as I passed him, I tripped and landed on my face. The basket 
rolled off my back. Lying on my stomach, I smelt the wet snow and could 
see a little drop of blood from my nose sinking a small crimson well in the 
white snow. I did not get up right away and thought of lying there for a 
while. But as soon as I saw Uncle Cricket turn around and watch me with 
a reproachful gaze, I scrambled up and collected my basket. I did not 
want him to think that I had failed the Great Leader’s test, and I did not 
want to spend the rest of my life in the village. Again, I crawled slowly up- 
ward with the deadly weight on my back. The last fifty yards seemed like 
a journey through hell. Inch by inch, I dragged my legs up, my shoulders 
and my hands all hurting so much that I thought one part or another of 
my body might break off soon. And I had never known that lungs were 
capable of such pain. I did not moan, however, nor did I dare to stop. 

Big Quilt was the first of us to reach the top with a basket of rocks. 
When I was scrambling up from my second fall, I heard her shout: “Long 
Live Chairman Mao!” and “Long Live the Revolutionary Spirit!” from 
the top of the hill. I started to develop a hatred for her. Her enthusiasm 
and success had made the rest of us look bad and had forced us to work 
faster. 

By ten o'clock in the morning, time for breakfast, I had made a total 
of two trips and I felt I could not take another step. Besides the blisters 
and cuts on my hands—blood had made my gloves sticky—I felt I must 
have broken my collar bones, for my shoulders hurt so much that they 
involuntarily retracted even at the touch of my padded coat. Sitting 
against the round boulder, my shirt and coat completely soaked, I shiv- 
ered in the harsh breeze as I munched on a cold wotou (cone-shaped 
steamed corn bread) and pinch of salted turnip brought up by Yin Yin. 

During the break, Uncle Cricket asked Big Quilt to read a few pas- 
sages from the Great Leader’s Little Red Book. 
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“We have made good progress,” Uncle Cricket said after the reading. 
“As Chairman Mao has said, only sweat and blood can foster a true 
revolutionary spirit. This is just the beginning. The real test has yet to 
begin. No matter how hard it is, as long as you remember the Great 
Leader’s words, you will have endless strength and you will conquer na- 
ture. Chairman Mao will give you strength. Before we start again, let’s 
recite the Great Leader’s famous “Harden Our Hearts’ once again.” In his 
sing-song accent, he led off the passage: 

“Harden our hearts, fear not sacrifices, overcome ten thousand obsta- 
cles, to achieve the ultimate victory ... HARDEN OUR HEARTS, 
FEAR NOT SACRIFICES, OVERCOME TEN THOUSAND OB- 
STACLES, TO ACHIEVE THE ULTIMATE VICTORY!” 

The endless incantation of the passage seemed to have worked won- 
ders on the other members of my group. After the recitation, Big Quilt 
was the first to jump up, even before the break was over, and to rush 
down the hill to the riverbank. She was followed by Heart Attack and 
Yang Yang. They seemed full of energy once again. Even Smoking Devil 
appeared to have drawn sustenance from Mao’s magical words, for he too 
was able to scramble up before me. That, of course, made me feel very 
bad about myself. When I strained to get up on my feet, my whole body 
was in such pain that I fell back to the comfort of the cold ground. The 
magical words of our great godlike leader had failed again to transform 
my battered body. The old question that had vexed me when I saw the 
Great Leader at Tiananmen Square returned to haunt me: Was there 
something wrong with me? Why wasn't I revivified like the others by the 
Great Leader’s “magical words”? I tried to let Chairman God’s words 
sink into my heart, but the excruciating pain in my body told me that 
nothing had changed. 

Not long after the break, I fell again. This time, I felt relieved to see the 
basket and its stones roll down the slope and disappear into the icy water. 
As my knees hit the frozen ground, I did not even try to soften the im- 
pact with my hands. Nothing seemed to matter any more. All I craved 
was amoment’ rest. But then, I saw Uncle Cricket strut toward me mut- 
tering some hateful reproach, and there was nothing else for me to do but 
to drag myself up with what seemed like my last drop of energy. I stag- 
gered slowly down the hill again to fish the basket out of the shallow 
river. 

Just before dinner, Big Quilt fell too. (Served her right, I thought.) She 
was carrying a big basket of rocks and had almost reached the top when 
all of a sudden her legs gave out on her, and the basket emptied on her 
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back, head, and torso. Her face hit a rock and a tooth fell out of her 
mouth. She looked as if she were dead when we gathered around her; 
blood was all over her face and for ten minutes, she lay motionless on the 
ground. I began to imagine the unpleasant task of having to carry her 
monstrous fleshy body back to the village. That would be worse than car- 
rying a basket of rocks. But then her feet twitched a few times and she 
woke up. The amazing thing is, as soon as she opened her eyes, she wrig- 
gled in an effort to get up and to reach out to grab her basket again, just 
like a hero described in a revolutionary story would do. I had a suspicion 
that she faked the passing out in order to stage the heroic act, but Uncle 
Cricket was greatly impressed. (My hatred for her increased tenfold at 
that moment because that was exactly what I was thinking of doing— 
passing out heroically as I did at Tiananmen Square so that I would get 
to rest till the end of the day—and she took my game away.) That eve- 
ning, at the assembly of the whole Third Production Team, Uncle 
Cricket extolled Big Quilt’s determination and dedication and used her 
example to challenge the rest of the team: “If a fragile young city girl 
could work this hard for the Great Leader, how could the rest of us not 
follow her example?” 

The first day of work did not end until it was dark. I don’t remember 
how I carried myself back from the Red Army Hill that night. The warm 
kang in the cave house felt so welcome and comforting that I collapsed 
on it and slid into oblivion with my wet clothes still on. 

The second and third days were harder still. Another spring snow had 
fallen on the second day, making the slope even more slippery and 
treacherous. The hard work soon took its toll on our young team. On 
the third day, Mirror Wang slipped at the riverbank and fell into the 
icy stream. He caught cold and was confined to bed for several days. At 
the end of the first week, Smoking Devil claimed that he had suffered 
a “crushed vertebra’—that was his term—and was permitted to stay 
home to help Yin Yin prepare meals. Water Buffalo sprained an ankle 
and had to stay home, too. By the end of the second week, only five peo- 
ple could work. I had a feeling that Uncle Cricket watched me especially 
closely and I did not dare to feign any injury or passing out. 

In the next two weeks, I worked like a walking zombie; I was so tired 
that nothing mattered to me at night. My wet smelly clothes, the pain in 
my back and shoulders, Water Buffalo's snoring, Green Ollive’s talking 
in his sleep, Smoking Devil’s noxious fumes—none of it disturbed me. 
The only thing still capable of bothering me was Uncle Cricket’s violent 
knocking on the door early in the morning. Before the second week was 
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over, I had already sworn to myself that I would leave the village at all 
costs. This was no place to spend my life. The Great Leader’s order or no, 
I did not want to be a revolutionary peasant for another day. 

The backbreaking work lasted three weeks. By the end of the third 
week, we had built several small strips of terraced land on top of Red 
Army Hill. From a distance, the strips looked like a few goose feathers, 
laying in a peculiar pattern on top of a barren hill. All told, we had sal- 
vaged no more than a quarter of an acre. Uncle Cricket named it the 
“Beijing Kids’ Terraced Field” and proudly displayed it to the entire 
production team. Unfortunately, our achievement did not last long. 
Perhaps the Sea Dragon did not like us intruding on his sacred terri- 
tory—lI learned later from a folktale that peasants used to worship the 
Sea Dragon on this hill—and sent a torrential April rain that washed 
down most of the rocks we painstakingly carried up and made the hill 
once again a smooth baldhead. I was very thankful that the rain and the 
impending spring sowing ended our effort to “remodel the globe.” It was 
a crazy project that was more for political propaganda than for any agri- 
cultural purpose. 

“We will be back next spring!” Uncle Cricket vowed at the weekly 
Sunday rally of the Third Production Team shortly after the devastating 
storm. I shuddered at his words. I doubted I could survive another three 
weeks of such work. “We revolutionary peasants will never surrender to 
nature,” Uncle Cricket continued. “As long as we have Chairman Mao’s 
guidance and the Red Army spirit, we will conquer Red Army Hill. As 
the Great Leader said, ‘Man will conquer the sky!’ Long Live the Great 
Leader!” 

He sounded more and more like a clown to me. But I had to win his 
favor if I wanted to get out of the mountain village some day, so I 
shouted loudly with him: “Man will conquer the sky! Long Live the 
Great Leader!” 
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My wish to escape the village did not come to pass quickly, but I soon 
learned to ease the harsh labor and to make my existence in the village 
more tolerable. For this I owe infinite gratitude to Smoking Devil, who 
had emerged as the spiritual leader of our group and had taught us vari- 
ous ways to live and work at a leisurely pace like those “revolutionary” 
peasants. 

“The Great Leader sent us here to learn from revolutionary peasants, 
and we must follow His Excellency’s words to the letter,” Smoking Devil 
told us one morning when we arrived at our allotted field. This was in 
late spring, after we had abandoned building the terraced field and had 
begun the spring planting. Pointing to the peasants who were lying in 
the bean field and gossiping about women, sage Smoking Devil said: 
“Look at the real peasants and listen to them. To be a true revolutionary 
peasant, we must learn to talk like them, dress like them, smoke like 
them, and work like them!” We all laughed. Uncle Cricket would have 
appreciated his pep talk and surely would have missed the sarcastic dou- 
ble-talk that brought smiles to our faces. 

True to his words, Smoking Devil led the way in “the revolution to be- 
come real peasants.” The day after the pep talk, he went to the field in a 
pair of homemade large-crotched pants, which he had acquired from a 
peasant by trading his khaki pants. Like a peasant, he wore them with- 
out underwear. “They're the most sanitary and economical pants under 
the circumstances,” he said, showing off a large crotch wide enough to 
hide a pig. “When you are washed only twice in your life—the time you 
are born and the time you are buried —you've got to wear this to keep 
yourself clean. With no underwear you leave no place for lice and fleas 
to hide, and the large crotch gives you good ventilation in hot weather. 
Besides, you save money. There is no need for underwear.” He was a 
good salesman. The next day, Water Buffalo, Green Olive, and Heart 
Attack all showed up with black large-crotched pants, complete with 
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chalky lines of sweat around the waist. I too acquired a pair from a peas- 
ant, but I did not like the smell of them. I wore them nevertheless, for by 
wearing the peasant attire I blended in well with other peasants when we 
slept in the field and Uncle Cricket could not single me out from a 
distance. 

“The next thing to learn,” lectured Professor Smoking Devil a few 
days later, “is to smoke hemp like the peasants.” Purple-stemmed hemp 
was the major cash crop of the Third Production Team. Besides firewood 
and cooking oil, it provided the only recreation for everybody in the vil- 
lage. Men, women, and children all smoked it with water pipes. “Shaan- 
bei hemp is the best in the world,” Smoking Devil declared. “It is the 
most potent marijuana there is—so powerful that it can knock your 
pants off and let you see the Devil himself. But if you smoke it with a 
water pipe, as the peasants do, it is a smooth, easy smoke. With just one 
drag, you feel like sleeping in the South China Sea with the goddess 
Guanyin herself.” Over the course of the next few weeks, every Beijing 
Kid got himself a water pipe. Even Mirror Wang and I, who did not 
smoke, got pipes for ourselves, to show solidarity with our smoking com- 
rades. Seeing us with water pipes, other peasants began to treat us as their 
own and always warned us when Uncle Cricket approached our field. 

“But the most important thing is, you are not a true revolutionary 
peasant if you do not work like a revolutionary peasant,” Professor 
Smoking Devil taught us again one day. “Work is not just work; it is an 
art. You must learn to appreciate the artistry of work. Just watch how the 
revolutionary peasants work and follow their example.” Every Beijing 
Kid, I especially, was immensely grateful for this insightful teaching. We 
watched the peasants in the field and followed suit. We got up as usual 
when Uncle Cricket roused us before dawn, and were in the field while 
it was still dark. But as soon as Uncle Cricket headed back to village for 
meetings, we all lay down in the field and slept till the sun warmed our 
behinds and breakfast arrived. After lunch, we took another long nap 
and got up just before dinner. In between the naps, we hoed beans or 
corn or hemp, not in any rush, as we did when building the terraced field, 
but at a slow, deliberate pace. When we reached the end of each row, we 
sat down with the other peasants and smoked a pipe. After that, it was 
story time. It was during those smoking breaks that we learned all the 
colorful stories that the peasants told about each other’s wives and the 
women in the village. 

Smoking Devil had a knack for dialects. Scarcely three months had 
passed before he spoke the Shaanbei dialect perfectly, with all its idioms 
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and even its singsong tone. Empowered by his newly acquired dialect, he 
conversed freely with the peasants and learned all the juicy gossip in the 
village, past and present, which he then passed on to his less linguisti- 
cally gifted friends. Among other things, he told us the original story of 
Red Army Hill and the Sea Dragon, a story that explained why at- 
tempting to remodel Red Army Hill was such a bad idea. 

Smoking Devil told us that before the Cultural Revolution changed 
its name, Red Army Hill was called Nipple Hill. The name came from 
a legend a thousand years old. “Many, many years ago,” Smoking Devil 
began the story over his water pipe: 

“A catastrophic drought struck the region. There had been very little 
rain in the previous two years, but this year there was not a single drop. 
First, the crops and grass died. Then the trees and animals died. And fi- 
nally, people started to die. Every day, people gathered at the Temple of 
Sea Dragon on the top of the hill, to pray for water. One night, when vil- 
lagers were praying at the temple, thunder struck the temple and a voice 
spoke from its center. ‘A young mother from the village must make a sac- 
rifice alone in the temple before the rain returns.’ 

“When a young mother by the name of Sweet Yucca heard the news, 
she resolved that she would save the village. That night, she said goodbye 
to her husband and infant son, and went to the temple alone. The temple 
was dark when Sweet Yucca entered. On the altar, the small flame from 
the single candle flickered in the hot dry breeze. The shadow of the statue 
of the fierce-looking Sea Dragon, projected by the wavering light, be- 
came a towering giant on the wall, as if preparing to jump off the ceiling 
and snatch away the young woman. Sweet Yucca knelt down before the 
statue, closed her eyes, and started to pray. Presently, she felt something 
nudge her feet. Opening her eyes, she saw a large black porcupine. It was 
a very old and ugly porcupine. His opaque brown eyes were half closed 
and many of the foot-long spikes on his back were broken. He must have 
been a thousand years old. He was weak, limp, and dying of thirst. 

“ ‘Could you give me something to drink?’ The old porcupine mur- 
mured, his head resting on the dusty ground. But there was no water to 
be had. Sweet Yucca took pity on the old porcupine and picked up the 
beast, raised her blouse, and put him to her breast. Sweet milk flowed 
into the mouth of the dying animal. The porcupine’s spikes pricked her 
hands and chest, but she held on. Finally, the porcupine was revived. 

“*Thank you,’ he said, as Sweet Yucca laid him on the ground. Tears 
sparkled in the old porcupine’s eyes as he slowly crawled toward the door. 
As he disappeared in the darkness, lightning tore apart the sky and rain 
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poured on the earth. For three days it rained. When the sun finally came 
out, people saw a giant round boulder where the Temple of the Sea 
Dragon formerly stood. The round boulder was shaped like a nipple. 
The villagers named it “Nipple Hill, to commemorate Sweet Yucca, 
who, the villagers said, had turned into the boulder.” 

“Now I know,” I said as Smoking Devil finished his story and filled 
another pipe, “Why in April we had such an unusual storm that washed 
down our terraced field. It’s the Sea Dragon's territory.” 

“No doubt about it,” said Smoking Devil. “Perhaps Uncle Cricket is 
the only one around here who does not believe in the Sea Dragon. Speak- 
ing of Uncle Cricket, do you want to hear some stories about our famous 
Party secretary?” Seeing uniformly eager nodding from us, he proceeded 
to relate the latest tales about Uncle Cricket, which were just as good 
as the Nipple Hill story. Smoking Devil was a good storyteller. Adding 
the raconteur’s equivalent of soy sauce, vinegar, and spices, he could 
make any story colorful and tasty, especially erotic ones. I often admired 
his astounding knowledge of what went on between men and women, 
knowledge that was beyond that of a normal seventeen-year-old. 

Uncle Cricket, said Smoking Devil, was actually revered by the fellow 
peasants not for his piety for the Great Leader, but for the almost super- 
natural prowess of his crotch. By one account (Smoking Devil would not 
reveal the source), Uncle Cricket had slept with half the women in the 
village. Some said that he had eighteen children, even though only six 
were legitimate. Even now, he told us, one of the Beijing girls was sleep- 
ing with him. 

The news shocked me, but it did not take me long to figure it out. “It 
must be Big Quilt,” I said and Smoking Devil smiled. On most of the 
evenings since we had arrived in the village, Uncle Cricket came after 
supper and called for Big Quilt to go with him to the headquarters of the 
Party to study the Great Leader’s works. “She’s a good youth, but needs 
extra guidance to become a true revolutionary,” I remembered Uncle 
Cricket telling us. 

A few months after we heard Smoking Devil’s story, the result of Big 
Quilt’s intensive study with Uncle Cricket became obvious to every- 
body: her belly was getting bigger every day. One night, she did not re- 
turn from Uncle Cricket’s study. The next day, he came to her cave-house 
to collect her things and to tell us the good news: “Thanks to Big Quilt’s 
progress in studying Chairman Mao’s works and learning the revolu- 
tionary spirit from the peasants, she has been chosen by the Party to 
study at a nursing school in Yaman. All the rest of you,” Uncle Cricket 
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added, emphatically eyeing Yin Yin and Yang Yang, “if you also study 
hard and earnestly accept the re-education from revolutionary peasants, 
you will also graduate from here soon. She has set a good example for all 
of you. Remember why the Great Leader sent you here: To learn from the 
revolutionary peasants.” 

“Learn from revolutionary peasants!” everybody shouted jokingly, 
Smoking Devil and I the loudest. 

Later, I learned that Big Quilt had an abortion and was happy to have 
escaped the hard labor of Big Porcupine village. Although her method of 
escape was distasteful to me, it had given me a useful lesson on dealing 
with Uncle Cricket, which would serve me well in the future. 

“We have all become revolutionary peasants now, but there is still 
more to do,” Smoking Devil declared one afternoon with a broad smile 
on his face. Stretching his arms after his nap he surveyed the field of 
sleeping bodies that were waking up around him in the warm autumn 
sun. This was the beginning of the wheat harvest season in late July. “We 
must thank the Great Leader for sending us here, and we do His Excel- 
lent Excellency great injustice if we do not take advantage of all the revo- 
lutionary opportunities that he provides us,” said our philosopher. He 
was referring to an ingenious plan that he had just hatched. The plan was 
to take advantage of the fact that the government had mandated that 
production teams must provide each Beijing Kid with two hundred kilo- 
grams of grain a year, regardless how much work he had done. 

In October after the fall harvest, Smoking Devil and Water Buffalo 
collected their share of the newly harvested crop and proceeded to exe- 
cute an ingenious scheme. As soon as snow had fallen, they started to de- 
velop illnesses, or rather, their chronic illnesses reemerged. Smoking 
Devil’s “crushed vertebra” returned and so did Water Buffalo’s back 
pains, and they needed to see doctors in Beijing. After obtaining permis- 
sion from Uncle Cricket, they sold their allotments of grain, which pro- 
vided them with money for train tickets, and went home in January— 
just in time to catch the Spring Festival. For the next six months, they 
recuperated in Beijing, and in the late summer, when most of the hard 
work in the village was done, they came back to do some token work, 
then collected their allotment of grain and got ready to sell it and go 
home again. 

It was a smart game for them. “I love being re-educated by revolution- 
ary peasants,” Smoking Devil said solemnly to Uncle Cricket when ask- 
ing for permission to see doctors in Beijing again. “No matter how many 
broken vertebrae I have, I will always return here as soon as possible to 
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continue my education. We must live up to the Great Leader’s expecta- 
tions.” This time, Heart Attack had also developed a medical problem— 
chronic heart attack—and got permission to go back to Beijing for treat- 
ment too. The three imposters even had the audacity to travel together 
on the same train. 

I could not benefit from such an ingenious plan, however. Since my 
parents were still in trouble, I could not go home to celebrate the Spring 
Festival in Beijing. I would cause more problems for my parents if Duck 
Egg found out that I did not remain in the countryside, and my parents 
would certainly be mad at me. 

In April, after Smoking Devil and Water Buffalo had gone home, I 
received a letter from my friend Baby Dragon, who had joined the army 
a year earlier. Lately, Baby Dragon family’s fortunes had flourished, 
thanks to a new friendship between his father and Marshal Ye Jianying, 
the new defense minister. His father, Baby Dragon proudly wrote, had 
been promoted to deputy defense minister, and the family had moved 
out of the Big Courtyard and into an exquisite fourteen-room mansion 
in downtown Beijing. He got special permission to come back from the 
army to help his family move. But the strange thing was that his new 
family home was right next door to the house that we once ransacked at 
the beginning of the Cultural Revolution. “It still gives me the creeps 
when I think of the dead doctor with his belly full of soy sauce,” he said 
in his letter. 

Baby Dragon’s fortune did not cheer me up, but only made me more 
aware of my bleak situation as I sat in the dark cave-house and read his 
letter by the dim oil lamp, and it again strengthened my desire to escape 
the village. That night I did not sleep much, and thought long and hard 
about how to get permission from Uncle Cricket to leave. 


u The Great Mountain Flood 


The day after I received Baby Dragon's letter, I went to see Uncle Cricket 
in the village office after work. “Uncle Cricket,” I said with a big smile. 
“You have taught me many great revolutionary ideas and I certainly 
would like to learn more, like Big Quilt has done with you. Would you 
take me up as your special student and teach me more of the Great Lead- 
ers ideas? And by the way, if there’s another chance for one of us to go to 
school, would you please consider me?” 

“Well, Fan Shen,” said the Party secretary, looking at me without 
much interest. “Your enthusiasm is good, but you must remember that 
learning from revolutionary peasants is a long process, and you have 
just started. You will certainly learn more working in the fields than in 
school, as the Great Leader says. I’m too busy to take a special student 
now, but I will pay more attention to your progress. When you are ready, 
I will bring the matter up to the Party Committee and we will discuss it.” 
From his official tone, I knew perfectly well that he had no intention of 
helping me at all, and to get him to help me, I needed something more 
substantial than words. I needed a chance to do him a favor big enough 
that he would help me get out of the village. 

Fortunately, beginning in the second year of our settlement in Big 
Porcupine, a drought began to develop in the region, which eventually 
brought me the chance I needed. 

It was an extremely hot year. In early January, a villager by the name 
of Broken Shoe claimed that he had seen a wild red goat on Nipple Hill. 
“That’s a bad omen,” everybody said. “A red goat in winter, a scorched 
earth in summer.” It meant that a terrible drought was coming. Even 
Uncle Cricket appeared apprehensive, although he denounced the pro- 
phetic vision as superstition at the village meeting. But the superstitious 
peasants were right. 

There was hardly a drop of rain after we plowed the fields in March. It 
was so dry that by May, the Dragon Gorge River below our cave-houses 
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had dried up and two of the three wells in the village had become muddy 
wallows infested with knots of black toads. The third was reduced to a 
yield of one small bucket of water an hour, barely enough for the resi- 
dents to drink. Each day, two of us had to stand in line to get water from 
the well, and it took two or three hours to collect the water we needed. In 
June, the water from the well trickled out so slowly that it had to be ra- 
tioned: a half bucket per household per day. Horses, cows, pigs, and 
goats, getting little water, started to wither and die. Some people began 
secretly praying to the Sea Dragon on old Nipple Hill for rain. The prac- 
tice was repeatedly denounced by the Communist Party Committee, 
and Uncle Cricket threatened to take action against the offenders. 

To counter the superstition, he called an emergency meeting of the 
Party Committee of the Third Production Team in June and they de- 
cided to dig a new well. Sinking a water well is an important event for a 
Shaanbei village. Traditionally, the site for the well is divined by a feng 
shui master—a master of Wind and Water—who chooses the location 
according to the gi, the “vital energy,” of the village. Those masters had 
all been banished or killed off during the revolutionary years, however; 
and the government had declared the practice of feng shui a relic of feu- 
dal society. 

So Uncle Cricket took it upon himself to find a suitable site. No one 
knew exactly how he came up with the spot, but it was certainly an odd 
location for a new well, right in the backyard of Broken Shoe, with 
whose wife Uncle Cricket was rumored to be having an affair. To com- 
pensate for the loss of the backyard, Uncle Cricket offered Broken Shoe 
the lucrative job of tractor driver, the principal duty of which is to drive 
“the Pomp-Pomp,” the single-cylindered tractor, to transport goods be- 
tween the village and the county. Broken Shoe was overjoyed by the 
offer. His frequent absences would, of course, make other people happy 
as well. 

Work on the new well started immediately. Digging around the clock, 
we and the villagers made good progress on the well. On the third day, 
the well was twenty-two yards deep; on the fourth day, thirty-eight 
yards—five yards deeper than the deepest existing well. But there was 
still no sign of water. Insisting that the location was right, Uncle Cricket 
diligently supervised the project, sometimes lowering himself down the 
shaft to inspect the progress. People had been murmuring that we should 
try another site, but no one dared to mention such a suggestion to Un- 
cle Cricket. 

On the fifth day, after dinner, Green Olive and I sat down by the well, 
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and he pulled out and packed a water pipe. A kerosene lamp hanging on 
the windlass shed a ghastly bluish light on the giant pile of dirt from the 
well in the yard. Everybody was taking a break except Uncle Cricket, 
who was checking progress in the well. 

“I hate to waste my time here,” I said, looking at the amount of dirt 
that threatened to swallow Broken Shoe’s house. Green Olive nodded his 
head and continued to smoke. He had learned the trick of “the seven- 
hole puff” from Smoking Devil and was diligently practicing it. 

“What is Uncle Cricket doing in the well now?” I continued. “Read- 
ing the Great Leader’s Little Red Book? Somebody ought to let him 
know that there won't be water in this well.” My butt was sore again, and 
sure enough, from my sore butt a small “wicked” thought grew and rose 
to my brain. I jumped up immediately. 

Grabbing a pair of gunnysacks which we had used to hoist the dirt, I 
walked to the opening of the well and shouted in: 

“Comrades, let’s start working now. It’s getting late.” Pretending that 
I did not know Uncle Cricket was in the well, I dropped the gunnysacks 
into the dark hole. Wet and heavy, they swept down the deep shaft as if 
sucked in by a hungry dragon. 

A few seconds later there was a muffled thud. Peeping into the well, I 
smiled with satisfaction. The heavy sacks struck Uncle Cricket on the 
head and knocked him head first into the mud. 

More than a minute later, we heard a faint savage curse drift out of the 
dark hole: “Which . . . which fucking bastard dropped . . . dropped the 
gunnysacks on me? WHO’S TRYING TO MURDER THE PARTY 
SECRETARY?” Hearing that, we both laughed silently. It was perhaps 
the happiest moment I'd had since I came to the village. 

When we hoisted Uncle Cricket up in the basket of the windlass, he 
was completely covered with mud. His gray hair was plastered together 
with mud, forming a warped broken horn that dangled sideways on his 
temple, and he was using a stick to pry dirt out of his nostrils. Several 
other peasants, coming back for their evening shift, could hardly contain 
their laughter. 

“I am going to catch the bastard. This must be an anti-revolutionary 
revenge,” muttered Uncle Cricket, blobs of mud dropping from his 
mouth and nose as he shook with rage. 

With a pretended sincerity, I rushed forward to help him out of the 
basket and wiped his face with a dirty rag. “Oh, it was you, Uncle 
Cricket! Oh Secretary, how stupid I was! I did not know. We were so ea- 
ger to get started, you know. We thought this was the best time to test 
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our revolutionary determination, and we wanted to prove to people that 
the Party could not go wrong under your leadership. Green Olive and I 
were just thinking of the Great Leader’s saying...” 

Green Olive had to turn around to conceal his grin. 

Uncle Cricket’s face was like a painted mask in Beijing Opera, dis- 
torted, with stripes of mud and straw; he did not know if he should con- 
tinue to be angry or if he should praise me for my revolutionary enthu- 
siasm. Muttering incomprehensibly, he tottered toward Broken Shoe’s 
house and did not return for two days. 

Long before the wheat harvest season began in late July, it was obvious 
that there would be little to reap. The well, whose depth had reached a 
record forty-eight yards, was bone dry and was finally abandoned. Uncle 
Cricket, however, was not discouraged. At the mass rally after the sym- 
bolic summer harvest, which did not yield even a full sack of wheat from 
150 acres, he declared hollowly: “We revolutionary peasants will never 
surrender to natural disasters. The enemies of the revolution are watch- 
ing us, waiting for us to crawl to them to beg for food. The Soviet revi- 
sionists are watching, the American imperialists are watching, the Na- 
tionalist reactionaries in Taiwan are watching. But we will never give 
them the pleasure of laughing at us. As long as we persevere in our revo- 
lutionary spirit, we will find a way to conquer drought and hunger. The 
Third Production Team will set a good example for the rest of the com- 
mune. This year, despite the loss, we will give our allocated grain to the 
state just as we have every other year. As the Great Leader said: “The revo- 
lutionary spirit will conquer the sky. ” 

Weakly we echoed his slogan at the end of the rally. As two teams of 
horses carried the grain from the last year’s reserves to the state granary, 
Uncle Cricket again led the Party members to shout: “Long Live Chair- 
man Mao! Long Live the Great Proletariat Cultural Revolution! Long 
Live the People’s Commune!” To this day, I cannot understand how 
sometimes people could be so stupid and write their own death sen- 
tences with such enthusiasm. 

The next day, the Third Production Team opened up its grain ware- 
house and distributed what was left of the last year’s harvest. Each per- 
son, except for the Beijing Kids, received twelve kilograms of millet and 
sorghum, less than one-tenth of what they would normally receive for 
the summer harvest. The Dragon Gorge Commune sent some grain for 
the Beijing Kids, so we each received thirty kilograms. With so little to 
eat and virtually nothing to sell, Smoking Devil and Water Buffalo sold 
some of their belongings—a pair of shoes, an old pocket watch, etc.— 
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and scraped together just enough money for train tickets. They left the 
village immediately after the “summer harvest.” Heart Attack did not 
have enough money to buy a train ticket so he stayed that year. 

Like its summer cousin, the autumn crop yielded nothing. The terri- 
ble drought continued into the next year. Long before the spring of 1970 
arrived, most peasants had exhausted their food supply and were sur- 
viving on tree bark boiled in thin millet porridge. Every day at meal- 
time, more than a dozen hungry children would gather around our cave- 
house, looking quietly as we prepared our meal. We could not bear to eat 
in front of hungry children, so we gave each of them a piece of bread and 
sent them on their way. Then one day, after supper, Yin Yin, our cook, 
said to us: “Our supply of grain is getting very low now. Starting tomor- 
row, we can eat corn bread only for lunch. For breakfast and supper we 
will have to eat porridge. But even with these measures, I doubt our food 
will last until May.” But our food supply dwindled much faster than she 
had estimated. By April, my comrades and I were eating only two meals 
a day: thin millet porridge mixed with leaves that we gathered from elm 
and mulberry trees around the village. But soon the edible leaves from 
these trees were plucked clean. Spring came and passed and we did not 
plant anything that year, for there was no point. The earth was so dry 
and hard that it cracked everywhere like the carapace of a turtle, and any- 
way there were hardly any seeds left to sow. 

After the Spring Festival, beggars started to trickle into the village, 
telling tales of mass starvation and death in the northern counties. 
When summer began, the trickle became a flood. In groups of ten or fif- 
teen, haggard men, women, and children, pushing carts and carrying 
babies on their backs, staggered through the village every day, traveling 
south in search of food and water. Once, an old man and a child who 
were passing through the village died before food could be brought to 
them. The villagers were sympathetic, but few could offer anything 
more than a bowl of thin millet porridge. Some of the villagers, in fact, 
joined the beggars and migrated south when their food ran out. 

My friends and I had started to feel the hunger, too. Having exhausted 
our ration of grain, we sold most of our belongings, including our only 
transistor radio and some clothes and shoes, in exchange for food. Heart 
Attack’s radio, which was worth a hundred kilograms of wheat flour dur- 
ing normal times, fetched only one kilogram of corn flour and a half- 
dozen eggs, not even enough for a full meal for us. Day by day, I could 
see the change in myself and my comrades. My legs became puffy and 
my flesh, when pressed, was slow to return to its normal shape. Green Ol- 
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ive had shriveled another size from his already bird-like stature. Heart 
Attack spent most of his time on the kang now, too weak to play cards. 
Mirror Wang, his cheeks sunken and his large eyes bulging from their 
sockets, had not touched his mirror for months. If not for an occasional 
package of food from Mirror Wang’s parents in Beijing, we would have 
fared much worse. 

Day and night, the loudspeakers in the village broadcast revolution- 
ary marches, especially the famous song based on the Great Leader’s 
“Harden Our Hearts,” intermingled with Uncle Cricket’s speeches, ral- 
lying people to fight hunger with revolutionary spirit. But such revolu- 
tionary rhetoric sounded more ridiculous than ever on our empty stom- 
achs. Many evenings after the scorching sun was down, I observed a 
handful of villagers slowly drag themselves up Nipple Hill, to burn fake 
money and to pray to the Sea Dragon for rain. Uncle Cricket tried to 
guard the road himself to stop the feudal superstitious practice but peo- 
ple got around him at night and continued to go up the hill. 

On the night of July 23, 1970, it finally rained. And then it continued 
raining and raining and raining. At first, we all cheered and danced in 
the downpour. But after hours and hours of continuous rain, people 
started to grow afraid. Water leaked through the mud-and-straw roofs of 
most houses and turned dry streets into muddy streams. A number of 
older cave-houses were partially dissolved and began to crumble. 

“Tt is my fault,” Broken Shoe confessed to me on the second day of the 
downpour. He was on his way to Nipple Hill again to pray. “I probably 
prayed too hard on Nipple Hill last week. I even promised that I would 
give my wife to the Sea Dragon if he would bring rain. If only I had 
known He would bring us this much rain, I would have offered only half 
of my wife.” 

On and off the sky poured down on us for nearly four days and nights. 
Starting on the third day, more and more terrified peasants began trudg- 
ing up in the direction of Nipple Hill again. They wanted to thank the 
Sea Dragon and to pray for Him to stop the rain. On the morning of 
the fourth day, as the torrential rain tapered into a drizzle, I saw Broken 
Shoe and a few others come over on their way to Nipple Hill. And then 
suddenly, Broken Shoe crouched on the ground and listened. When he 
straightened up, he appeared both excited and frightened and pointed to 
the deep gorge in the north. I was standing in front of my cave-room and 
I soon heard the strange sound, too, but I could not make out why the 
sound made him so anxious. 

It was like a low-pitched hum, hardly discernable at first. Then it be- 
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came a little louder and the air seemed to vibrate. Along with the sound, 
a dark chilly breeze, along with a foul, rotten smell, swept over the hill, 
as if it were the prelude to the appearance of some ghost. The villagers 
passed hurriedly before my cave-house and pointed to a brownish spot in 
the distant Dragon Gorge, which was growing rapidly larger. Finally I 
figured out what was making them so excited. 

“LOOK! THE MOUNTAIN FLOOD!’ Broken Shoe let out an ex- 
cited and hysterical howl. 

Within seconds, a vertical wall of water the color of sepia crashed 
through the gorge below me. The ground vibrated slightly as if it were 
a small earthquake. A powerful chilly gust of wind smacked me in the 
face. I was more fascinated, however, than frightened, seeing the torrent 
pick up some of the houses on the lower edge of the village and toss them 
like dried cow patties into the stupendous roaring rush. In no time, the 
narrow deep gorge in front of our cave-house became a sizable lake. Mil- 
lions of objects, washed down by the terrible deluge, floated on the lake. 
Trees, planks, furniture, and dead farm animals bobbed up and down 
like shredded cabbage and beans in a boiling cauldron. 

As I watched in amazement, someone tolled the village bell. Scores of 
hungry villagers ran toward our cave house, which was just above the 
bank of the new lake. As soon as they arrived, they wasted no time in tak- 
ing advantage of the windfall and immediately began fishing for floating 
booty. Goatee Li, the Production Team’s accountant, was the first to 
make a catch; he snagged a drowned, bloated goat. His wife butchered 
the animal on the spot. She plunged a knife into its belly and a small gey- 
ser of yellowish-green water spurted from its guts and spilled onto the 
muddy bank of the new lake. The goat must have been in the water for 
some time; the woman peeled off its skin as if it were a pillowcase. 

Another villager, One-Ear Jiang, hooked a large wooden chest with 
his rake, but the swift current prevented him from pulling it ashore. He 
was locked ina futile battle with the current and was yelling for help. But 
no one came to his aid; everybody was busy searching and trying to snag 
his own goodies. Before long, everyone in the village who could move 
was at the shore, which was barely ten yards from the door of our cave- 
house. Most of the floating treasure was too distant to be reached, and 
with each animal or a piece of furniture passing by, people sighed in dis- 
appointment. Two teenagers had hooked a piglet but, pulling in different 
directions, they tore the animal apart in the water. Then a cow, tangled 
in the branches of a large tree, floated by, not far from the shore, and peo- 
ples eyes lit up in anticipation. 
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Like Admiral Nelson spotting the French fleet at Trafalgar, Uncle 
Cricket immediately gave the battle order: “Comrades, DON’T let it 
pass!” which was completely unnecessary. People had already lined up 
and were pitching hooks frantically at the carcass. But the cow was too 
far from the shore to be reached by rakes or hooks. Several young men 
quickly tied ropes around their waists and jumped into the water, trying 
to swim to the cow. But the current was too swift and none could swim 
more than a few yards. One was even swept downstream when he ven- 
tured into the main torrent, and it took several people half an hour to 
pull him back to shore. 

Closer to shore, a human corpse floated face down past the cow. No 
one paid any attention. I could not tell whether it was a man or a woman. 
The gray skin on its neck had been gnawed open and something was 
eating its way out of the dark wound. 

“What are you standing here for?” Broken Shoe said to me as he 
rushed along the shore, chasing a wooden table. “This kind of fortune 
comes once every hundred years. Good Old Heaven has sent us food!” 
He seemed as happy as a summer grasshopper on an ear of corn and he 
hummed Chairman Mao's song “Harden Our Hearts” as he ran along. It 
was perhaps the only song he knew. 

He was not the only one who was in such an elated mood. The whole 
lake bank was bubbled with excitement, for the bank was littered with 
valuable booty: planks, old furniture, and dead animals. Everything was 
closely guarded by the women and children. It was a heroic moment for 
the men. 

“Take this,” Green Olive said, handing me a rake tied to a rope. “You 
can throw better than I can. We'd better start working. Cant go home 
empty-handed today.” 

And as luck would have it, my first pitch hooked a big prize, a bloated 
pig, to the envy of Uncle Cricket and all the peasants nearby. The pig 
was so big that it took the three of us, Green Olive, Heart Attack, and 
me, to pull it ashore. It was white and, with its bellyful of water and the 
layer of mud on its back, must have weighed five hundred pounds. 

“We'll have a feast tonight,” Heart Attack said, looking at the mount 
of flesh hungrily. “I am going to get Yin Yin to start boiling water now.” 

“I don't think I can eat this,” I said, feeling queasy just looking at the 
dark muddy water oozing from the pig’s mouth. 

“Say that again when you smell the roast ribs tonight,” said Heart 
Attack. 

Heart Attack was right. The smell of the roast pig was too strong a 
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temptation for my empty stomach. I ate my share of ribs, though I had 
to make an effort not to think of the half-rotten intestines that I had 
helped to clean out. After months of hunger, the meat tasted very, very 
good. Heart Attack ate so much that he moaned all night, claiming that 
he was about to have another heart attack. Green Olive was completely 
silent, curled up on the kang, too full and too weak to even speak. After 
dinner, when he thought we were not looking, Mirror Wang took out his 
mirror and groomed his hair again, the first time he had done so in 
many months. 

The village had a joyous celebration that night. The mood was merrier 
than that of any Spring Festival. Throughout the night we could hear 
people laughing and singing in the village. Some people even set off 
firecrackers and tolled the village bell. All night long the loudspeakers 
broadcast “Socialism Is Good” and “Only the Communist Party Can 
Save China,” two songs we all knew well. 

My friends and I kept half of the pig, which we salted and dried and 
hung up in the women’s cave-house. Representing the Beijing Kids, I 
presented a quarter of the pig to Uncle Cricket, who was so clumsy that, 
other than a rotten chicken, he did not catch anything worthwhile dur- 
ing the flood. After a few minutes of ceremonial hesitation, he graciously 
accepted my gift. At the next meeting, he praised me and my friends for 
our heroic actions during the flood and for our thoughtfulness to senior 
revolutionary peasants. Although I hated most of Uncle Cricket’s meet- 
ings, this was one meeting that I enjoyed. 

“Our revolutionary spirit,” declared Uncle Cricket at the Sunday as- 
sembly of the Third Production Team, “has finally conquered the worst 
drought and famine in eighty years. This harvest is a great victory for the 
Cultural Revolution and a great victory for Chairman Mao, thanks to 
the leadership of the village Party Committee, to Fan Shen, and to the 
courageous actions of the Beijing Kids. The Party Committee has de- 
cided to name Fan Shen ‘Model Revolutionary Peasant of the Year! ” 

The pig had worked. My chance to get out of the village had finally 
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72 The Barefoot Doctor 


The water eventually receded, but my fortune began to rise. Three weeks 
after the great mountain flood, Uncle Cricket rewarded me for my pig- 
catching effort and nominated me to be the village “barefoot doctor.” 
Armed with a letter from Uncle Cricket, I left for the headquarters of the 
commune for a three-month training session. I was overjoyed. At least, 
this was a small step toward my goal of escaping the village. 

The barefoot doctor program was the latest political movement. The 
Great Leader had decreed that each village should have a barefoot doc- 
tor, who would work barefoot like the rest of the peasants during the day 
and treat patients in the evening or during breaks in the fields. 

The training class at the headquarters of the Dragon Gorge Com- 
mune moved along at a rapid pace but we did not learn anything related 
to medicine for the first month. We spent the whole month studying the 
Great Leader’s works on serving the people. The Party secretary of the 
Commune, Sha Gua, taught most of these classes. “You must remember 
Chairman Mao’s teaching,” he said at the opening class. “We would 
rather have a doctor with a Red heart and little skill than a doctor with 
a White heart and better medical skills. A Red heart will take care of 
everything else. You must be revolutionaries first, doctors second. You 
must never forget this.” 

His words did not register in me at all. I simply did not believe that 
one could be a good doctor without a good knowledge of medicine and 
I wanted to be a good doctor—Red heart or White heart, I didn’t care. 
In the second month, when classes on basic medicine began, I took my 
studies very seriously and studied hard. With the little money I had 
brought with me, I bought several weighty volumes, Handbook for Bare- 

foot Doctors, An Introduction to Herbal Medicine (I was expected to pre- 
pare most of the medicines myself), An Introduction to Human Anat- 
omy, and General Surgery—in fact, all the books on medicine in the tiny 
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bookstore in town. I knew I had a great deal to learn in a very short time, 
and I used every minute of it, sleeping only three or four hours a night. 
But when the three months were over I still felt empty and ignorant. I 
worried that the villagers would not trust me, who had so little knowl- 
edge and experience in medicine, to be their doctor. 

But when I returned to my village I promptly discovered that my wor- 
ries were unwarranted and that I had actually acquired the status of a 
demigod, thanks largely to the white wooden medicine box with a red 
cross on its lid that I carried back from the commune headquarters. All 
there was in the box wasa roll of bandages, a box of acupuncture needles, 
a small set of surgical tools that I had bought myself, and some herbal 
medicines for colds and coughs. But the box immediately evoked awe 
and respect from all the villagers, including Uncle Cricket. Since it was 
an entire day’s journey from the village to the nearest town with a clinic, 
most of the peasants had never seen a doctor, and many never would 
have gone to a clinic anyway, for few could afford the expense. Now that I 
had the magic box, I was expected to treat every illness that a big hospital 
would treat. Everybody in the village, even the eighty-year-old village 
patriarchs, called me Doctor Shen with the same piety and reverence 
that they had reserved for the Sea Dragon a few months before. 

Their trust in me was complete and profound. For the first three days, 
my cave-house became the center of a “Festival of Illnesses”: nearly 
everybody in the village came down with something—illnesses they 
never knew they had before—and they all happily walked over to try 
out my magic box. The whole village congregated inside and outside my 
cave-house, chatting, joking, laughing, waiting to receive my divine 
ministrations. Men’s illnesses ranged from skin rashes to back pain; most 
women’s had to do with their menstrual cycles. No matter what the ill- 
ness, I maintained a strict equality among my patients, an equality that 
even the most democratic of nations would envy: all patients received 
an acupuncture needle and a cough drop, and all went away cured and 
grateful. 

On the fourth day after my return, however, I received my first serious 
case and my fears returned. This case was not one that I could dismiss 
with cough drops. A young mother brought to my cave-house her three- 
year-old son, who was naked except for a dirty rag wrapped around his 
left arm. She said the boy had been stung by a wasp three weeks earlier 
and the wound had not healed. The boy was pale and limp, barely mov- 
ing, and could manage only squeaky cries in response to my probing. 
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The mother herself could not have been more than sixteen. As she sat 
down, she bared one of her breasts and started to suckle another baby in 
her arms. 

Laying the boy on the kang, I carefully unwrapped the dirty rag that 
was half stuck to the wound, and the boy moaned weakly. A pungent 
odor of spoiled eggs rushed to my nostrils. The wound was below the el- 
bow, a deep open sore the size of a five-cent piece, so deep that I could see 
the white bone below. The boy’s dark purple hand was the size of a freshly 
baked loaf of bread, and he was running a high fever. Judging by the 
wound, I thought that gangrene would probably kill him ina day or two. 
I had never performed surgery before, but I knew I had no choice. 

“I will have to amputate your son’s arm if you want to save his life,” I 
said to the young mother. She looked up from her baby, but did not seem 
to comprehend my words at first. 

When she finally did understand, she bawled hysterically. “I can’t let 
you cut off my boy’s arm! I have to take him home. His dad will be home 
after work. He won't allow it!” she cried, grabbing the boy’s arm. The 
baby in her arms started to whine hysterically too, having lost the nipple. 

It was no use trying to explain anything to the hysterical woman. The 
boy would probably go into shock soon and I did not have any antibiot- 
ics to give him. I asked Heart Attack to fetch Uncle Cricket and the 
boy’s father. 

An hour later, both arrived. Patiently, I explained the situation and 
finally, Uncle Cricket gave the order, which the boy’s father reluctantly 
obeyed. 

As I was preparing the operation, laying out the scalpel and scissors, 
my hands were shaking with fear. I had a good reason to be nervous: I 
had previously only observed a few cases of surgery at the commune’s 
hospital—an appendectomy, a couple of cases of broken bones, and a 
tonsillectomy—and I was barely seventeen and had never even taken a 
knife to a live chicken. To calm down my nerves, I quickly consulted the 
Handbook for Barefoot Doctors. Then I asked the father and Heart Attack 
to hold the boy. Hardening my heart, I cleaned the wound, and tied up 
the boy’s arm with a flaxen string to cut off the blood supply. 

Everybody averted his eyes when I put the knife to the boy’s arm. It 
was strange that once the sharp instrument sliced into flesh, I became 
calmer and my hand was no longer shaking. The boy whimpered and his 
legs twitched a little. I wiped off the blood with cotton swabs and cut 
deeper. As I was working, I could hear a voice in my mind loudly re- 
minding me of the procedure described in the book. 
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An hour and a half later, exhausted, I wrapped up the boy’s arm and 
sent him home. Truth be told, I do not remember how I completed 
the operation. For the next few weeks, I visited the boy every day and 
changed his bandage, which was always soaked with herbal medicine. It 
seemed a miracle that there were no major complications and the boy re- 
covered in three weeks. I am sure that it was simply dumb luck on my 
part. But the boy’s parents thought I was a magic doctor. 

Every year since then, a few days before the Spring Festival I received 
a basket of eggs from the grateful parents. After I left the village and 
sending eggs became impractical, they sent a small box of homemade 
moon cakes. 

A month after I amputated the boy’s arm, I was summoned home to 
treat a Beijing girl from the village of Black Porcupine. It turned out to 
be another terrifying experience for meas a barefoot doctor. The girl had 
been working with the group of Beijing Kids building terraced fields. 
She was piling up stones on a lower terrace when a boy, swinging a pick 
on a higher terrace, lost the grip on his pick. Its sharp tip grazed the girl’s 
forehead and gouged out her right eye. When I saw the bloody bulb dan- 
gling out of her eye socket, my stomach turned. I had seen injuries be- 
fore, but not the mutilation of a pretty girl’s face. The injured girl would 
probably have wanted to die if she had known the full extent of her terri- 
ble injury. 

Feeling nauseous and weak, I started to clean the wound to determine 
what to do next. The anxious eyes of all seven of the Beijing Kids, who 
had carried her to my cave-house from Black Porcupine, were fixed on 
my hands. I could feel the weight of their gaze. The air in the cave-house 
became heavy and stifling too. I bit my lips and worked as carefully as I 
could with cotton swabs. But I was so nervous that my spine felt like a 
frozen snake. 

After cleaning the wound, I was certain that there was no way I could 
save her eye and all I could do was to remove the eyeball to prevent infec- 
tion. I ordered all the people out of the room because I could no longer 
bear their anxious gazes. As soon as they left, I picked up a pair of scissors 
and quickly and cleanly cut off the dangling tissue that connected the 
eyeball. To wait a moment longer would sap all the courage I had. I had 
no anesthetics and simply hoped that the pain was not severe. The girl let 
out a faint groan and passed out. I cleaned the wound and dressed it with 
some herbs. 

While I was addressing the wound, I could hear someone sobbing 
outside the cave door. I found out later that it was the young man who 
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had gouged out the girl’s eye by accident. A meeting of the seven Beijing 
Kids from the village of Black Porcupine had been held while I was at- 
tending to the girl. Since she had been permanently maimed and was not 
likely to find a husband, the group thought that it was the young man’s 
duty to marry her. Beside himself and sobbing, he accepted his responsi- 
bility. 

The next day, riding seven hours in a borrowed horse cart, the young 
man and I accompanied the girl to the county hospital, where the doctor 
praised me and told me that I probably had saved the girl’s life. I was very 
relieved that I did not bungle this one. 

The wedding took place two months later, in a cave-house similar to 
mine. It was the first wedding among the Beijing Kids in the area. I was 
the guest of honor and was presented the first cup of liquor of the day. 
Despite the black patch over her eye, the bride looked beautiful in a 
red silk blouse and blue pants. After bowing to the picture of the Great 
Leader three times, the newly wedded couple sang “Red is the East” to- 
gether, and then all the guests joined in. It was a typical revolutionary 
wedding, fashionable in those times. Even though I thought it kind of 
stupid to bow to the Great Leader at a wedding, I nevertheless enjoyed 
the ceremony and was happy with my accomplishments as a barefoot 
doctor. 

Over the next two years I gradually acquired a little fame, and peas- 
ants from villages as far as thirty miles away would send their sick pa- 
tients to me. Relying on instinct more than experience and equipment, 
I performed dozens of operations, often for work-related injuries. Not all 
of the operations were successful. Two patients—a young man who fell 
down a ravine and broke his neck and one older man who was run over 
by a tractor—died while my hands were on them. But whatever the con- 
sequences, I knew I could never turn down a case. I was their last hope. 

Not infrequently, for lack of equipment and medicine, I had to im- 
provise in ways that I still shudder to think about years later. One such 
operation, however, helped to clinch my fame in the minds of peasants 
and saved the life of a woman. I will never forget that day. It was my eigh- 
teenth birthday. Shortly after midnight I was called to a farmhouse in the 
village of Little Porcupine. The midwife informed me that the woman 
on the kang had just given birth to a baby, but her bleeding would not 
stop. 

The woman was bloated and nearly unconscious. The bleeding was 
internal, in her abdomen. Her face was completely white and her pulse 
was barely discernable. I knew that she would die if I did not stop the 
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bleeding quickly. Closing off or repairing the broken artery alone, how- 
ever, would not save her life, for she needed a blood transfusion immedi- 
ately. But that was impossible, for I had no means of identifying her 
blood type or that of any potential donor, even if a donor could be found 
at this hour. Then a wild idea, born of desperation, struck me. Without 
hesitation I cut open the woman’s abdomen and drew several large syrin- 
ges of the blood that had accumulated. Having cleared away the blood, I 
found the broken artery and closed it off. I then injected syringe after sy- 
ringe of blood into the veins of her arm. I did not worry about contami- 
nation, for the woman was already as good as dead. When I finished, her 
pulse was no longer detectable and her breathing had all but stopped. 

The crude blood transfusion appeared to be a failure. The woman 
showed no sign of life and her husband crouched under the kang crying. 
For what seemed a long time, I sat on a stool and leaned against a brick 
stove, too tired and confused to know what to do next. Eventually I 
drifted into sleep. When I opened my eyes again, I noticed that the man 
had stopped crying and was holding his wife’s hand. The woman had be- 
gun to breathe again. Somehow I had saved her life. 

A month after the desperate operation, I returned to see how well the 
woman had recovered and was surprised to see her hoeing a vegetable 
garden alongside her house. A baby was in a willow cradle by the garden 
and two young girls were playing with the infant. Her husband came 
running to greet me. 

“Dr. Shen, see how strong she is,” he said, proudly pointing to his 
wife. “I knew she would not die. She was born in the Year of the Horse, 
and she is as tough as a horse. That’s my oldest daughter, the one holding 
the baby. She will be fourteen next year, and was also born in the Year of 
the Horse. As strong as her mother, Dr. Shen. If you don’t despise us 
peasants, I will be glad to give her to you as your wife. Just let me know 
if you want her.” 

I smiled. Turning to the girl with the baby, the husband shouted, “Ju- 
hua, catch a chicken and light the fire. Dr. Shen will have lunch with us.” 
The girl scampered toward the back of the house. The man followed the 
girl's movement with satisfaction. “She’s a good cook. She already had a 
marriage proposal earlier this year, but I want to wait a little.” It was an- 
other of those moments when I felt very proud of myself. 


13 Moon Face 


The winter after the great mountain flood was especially long and harsh. 
With Smoking Devil and Water Buffalo gone and knee-deep snow and 
ice having closed off the roads, life in our small crowded cave-room was 
slow and sometimes boring. There was little to do and few patients to 
see. Green Olive, Heart Attack and the twin girls, Yin Yin and Yang 
Yang, played “driving the pig,” an old card game, all day long. Mirror 
Wang sat in a corner, quietly grooming his hair while pretending to 
watch the game. On those days, I often felt listless and lonely and wished 
I had some books to read or someone to talk to. Eventually I did find 
someone very interesting to talk to, even though he was considered the 
most dangerous person in the village. 

His name was Ni Keming, but no one ever called him that. Everybody 
called him “Moon Face,” after his very large, flat, pale face. It was not ex- 
actly a complimentary name, for it sounded too feminine. Moon Face 
was the most “dangerous” person in the village: he was the son of a land- 
lord who had owned nearly every inch of the land in the Three Porcupine 
area. In 1951, the first year of land reform after the founding of the Peo- 
ple’s Republic of China, his father was summarily shot at a mass rally and 
his land was distributed among his former tenants. 

The very first week we were in the village, Uncle Cricket had warned 
us about the only enemy in the village, and cautioned us to stay away 
from him. 

“He is an unreformed landlord’s son, despite all the revolutionary ed- 
ucation he has received,” Uncle Cricket said. “There are still many un- 
clean ideas in his head, and he is living proof of the Great Leader’s words: 
class struggle will never end.” 

Moon Face was ten when his father was executed. Since then, he had 
taken his father’s place and repeatedly served as the living enemy of every 
political movement. In 1958, at the height of the national movement to 
establish communes in rural areas, he was charged with viciously dese- 
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crating a portrait of Chairman Mao after someone found a picture of the 
Great Leader lying on the floor of his room. No one believed his claim 
that the picture had been on the wall when he left for work in the morn- 
ing, and he was sentenced to three years of hard labor. In 1966, the first 
year of the Cultural Revolution, he was one of the first to be arrested by 
the Red Guards, and he was paraded at endless political rallies in every 
village in the Dragon Gorge Commune. Ata rally in Black Porcupine, he 
was hoisted to the top of a column of stacked benches, and when a Red 
Guard kicked away the lowest bench, he fell down and broke a leg and 
three ribs. The leg never healed properly and since then he walked with 
a limp. Although just over thirty, he bore all the signs of premature 
aging: his hair was thinning, his back was stooped, and his thin frame 
constantly shook from a violent cough. 

He was a complete social outcast. Despised by everybody, he lived on 
the outskirts of the village, in an abandoned cave-room whose door was 
so rotten that several holes the size of grapefruits could be found on all 
four corners. He plugged them with rags, but rags were no match for the 
winter winds. That’s probably why his cough never went away. 

I had heard many stories about the dangerous enemy in our midst 
during my first few months in the village, some of them so ridiculous 
that it was hard to keep a straight face. I had little contact with Moon 
Face during my first two years there, for Uncle Cricket was always careful 
to assign him to the farthest field, away from everyone else, so that he 
would not have the opportunity to contaminate the younger people, es- 
pecially the Beijing Kids. It was a few months after I became a barefoot 
doctor that I finally got to know him. 

When his cough or the pain in his leg became really bad that winter, 
Moon Face began to come to my cave-room for a little herbal medicine. 
His visits were always at night, and at first he was very timid. Although 
my limited herbal medicine could do little for his cough or leg, which I 
suspected had developed rheumatoid arthritis, we somehow broached 
the subject of literature, and I was astonished to discover that Moon Face 
had read practically all the Chinese classics. The Romance of the Three 
Kingdoms, The Dream of the Red Chamber, Journey to the West, and others 
were all familiar to him, and he also knew the works of many foreign au- 
thors such as Charles Dickens and Honoré de Balzac. He was especially 
fond of Russian writers, though, and had read all the works by Tolstoy, 
Turgenev, Dostoyevsky, and Gorky that had been translated, for they 
had been available in the county library. In his solitary years before the 
Cultural Revolution, he told me, he would get up at two o'clock in the 
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morning on Sundays, walk ten hours to the county library, borrow two 
books (the maximum allowed), and come home after midnight. 

I had never had more fun talking about books with someone than I 
did with Moon Face. He had a good memory and could remember al- 
most everything he had read. He told me that he took detailed notes on 
many books, which filled a dozen notebooks. But, he added with a dry 
smile and resignation, he was no longer in possession of the notebooks; 
they had been confiscated and burned by the Red Guards. 

“T still have them here, though,” he said, pointing to his head. “I will 
never lose them.” I blushed a little as I remembered the bonfire in the Big 
Courtyard and all the books my friends and I burned. 

Moon Face was a talented storyteller. Night after night, he told me 
stories that he had read in books. What amazed me most was his ability 
to pronounce those complicated bookish words and long foreign names 
so exactly and smoothly that it was as if he were reading them from a 
book. His voice was dramatic, sometimes slow and quiet, sometimes 
quick and tense, and we were captivated by his stories from start to fin- 
ish. I say “we,” for I was not the only one listening on many occasions. 
My remaining roommates, Heart Attack, Green Olive, and the twin 
girls, when they tired of playing “driving the pig,” frequently sat on the 
kang with me to listen. Even Mirror Wang would crawl closer and listen 
while stealthily continuing to preen. From Moon Face I learned a great 
deal about the art of storytelling, which would save my life one day. In 
addition to the stories, Moon Face could sing many passages from the 
old Beijing operas, including Farewell My Concubine, The White Snake, 
and The Romance of the Western Chamber. My friends and I were amused 
but also impressed by his feminine voice; and sometimes we could see 
tears twinkling in his large eyes as he put his soul into those romantic 
melodies. 

The big warm kang was the only place of comfort on cold winter 
nights, especially for Moon Face, who often could not afford to heat his 
own kang. Thanks to a government ordinance, we enjoyed a luxurious 
supply of coal, while most peasants heated their kangs with crop stalks. 
Moon Face was a gentleman and openly expressed his gratitude for being 
allowed to share the warm kang in our cave-room during those harsh 
winter nights. 

My friends and I rarely mentioned Moon Face’s visits to any peasants, 
but despite our caution, word eventually reached Uncle Cricket. He was 
greatly alarmed by “the new signs of class struggle at Big Porcupine,” and 
immediately convened a special meeting for Party members and Beijing 
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Kids. At the meeting, the Party members unanimously decided that 
Moon Face must be kept away from the Beijing Kids. Before the meeting 
adjourned, Uncle Cricket asked me to read the entire section of the Great 
Leader’s Little Red Book on class struggle. “It is for the benefit of all of 
you,” he said. “Remember, Fan Shen,” he added gravely after my read- 
ing, “Class struggle will never end. Chairman Mao has taught us that 
the enemy’s most evil and insidious scheme is to corrupt our children. 
The counter-revolutionaries pin their hopes on young people like you. I 
think you would have been fooled by Moon Face if not for my quick in- 
tervention. This was not just storytelling; he was using the occasions to 
ingratiate himself so that he could spread his bourgeois venom. I heard 
that he was telling stories by bourgeois foreign authors.” 

I knew perfectly well what Uncle Cricket said about Moon Face was 
nonsense but I did not contradict Uncle Cricket. I said nothing to pro- 
tect Moon Face during the meeting. By nature, I was timid and did 
not like direct confrontation with authorities and I knew that protests 
would be futile and detrimental to my standing in the community. 
Worse than that, I knew how dangerous it was to be found in sympathy 
with an anti-revolutionary. I merely nodded politely as Uncle Cricket 
rambled on. 

To make sure that Moon Face would not get another chance to “cor- 
rupt” me, Uncle Cricket sent him to a reservoir construction site forty 
miles away and requested that the team leader there keep a close eye on 
him. 

I felt sorry for my friend and the night before he left I paid him a secret 
visit. “Take this,” I said, handing him my sweater, the only one I had. 
“This will help with your cough.” 

“I can't take it,” he said, pushing it back weakly. “You need it, too.” 

“I wont need it,” I said and threw the sweater to the corner of his 
kang. “I won't go out much this winter. I will come and see you some 
day.” I turned and left before he could give the sweater back to me. 


14 Smoking Devil’s Wedding 


Toward the end of the fourth year, the Beijing Kids began to leave the vil- 
lages. Some were sent to vocational schools; others were recruited by lo- 
cal factories. Anything was better than the harsh life in the villages, and 
everybody was glad when his chance to leave came. Several people from 
Big Porcupine’s Third Production Team had already left. Besides Big 
Quilt, who had been sent to a nursing school after studying under Uncle 
Cricket, Mirror Wang was recruited to work as a coal miner in Tong- 
chuan. Yin Yin was sent by Uncle Cricket to the Yan’an College of Agri- 
culture to study agricultural science. It was not her field of choice—she 
would have preferred to study political science or history—but it was 
better than cooking meals for eight or nine people everyday. Her twin 
sister Yang Yang, with Uncle Cricket’s recommendation, went to work at 
the Big Leap Forward Pickle Factory at the Dragon Gorge Commune. 
Not long after that, Heart Attack got lucky, too. Uncle Cricket recom- 
mended him to the recruiters of the Yan’an Brick and Tile Factory. 

The biggest surprise came in May, when Water Buffalo announced 
that he was not only leaving the village, but was going back to Beijing — 
the first Beijing Kid to return home. The official reason was that he 
suffered from serious back problems, problems that permanently dis- 
abled him and required medical treatment available only in Beijing. The 
real reason, we all knew, was that his father had decided to retire early so 
that Water Buffalo could inherit his job in a meat-packing plant. It took 
more than a few serious bribes to secure all the needed approvals: Uncle 
Cricket received three roasted Peking ducks, according to a rumor, but 
that was peanuts compared to the money his family spent on officials in 
Beijing. 

As more and more of my comrades were leaving, I became more anx- 
ious and lonely, and wanted desperately to leave the village, but I was still 
hampered by my “family problem’—the fact that my father was still in 
a labor camp was prominently stated in my political file. I was thus in- 
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variably passed over by factory and school recruiters. Short of a strong 
recommendation from the Communist Party, I knew, I would never get 
out of the village. 

Encouraged by Water Buffalo’s success, Smoking Devil had been 
working on a scheme of his own to return to Beijing too: he announced 
that his “crushed vertebra” had been injured again and he was going to 
be crippled for life unless he went to Beijing for treatment. For weeks, 
Smoking Devil diligently executed his plan: he delivered several Peking 
ducks to Uncle Cricket and his parents paid the bribes necessary to ob- 
tain papers in Beijing. On the verge of a resounding success, however, his 
plan was torpedoed by an unexpected turn of events. 

In his leisure days, which were many, as he always had some kind of 
pain in his body, Smoking Devil lounged around the village. Just when 
and how he began flirting with the youngest daughter of Uncle Cricket 
is unclear. Her name was Caihong, which means rainbow. At fifteen, 
Rainbow was the prettiest girl in the village. No one knew exactly what 
happened between Rainbow and Smoking Devil, not even Smoking 
Devil himself, if you believe his version of the story. Obviously, they did 
some quick flirting without Uncle Cricket’s permission, and there was 
some hanky-panky in the bushes. And now, just as Smoking Devil was 
getting his papers ready to leave, the girl told her father that she was preg- 
nant. 

Despite Uncle Cricket’s best efforts to keep it quiet, the scandalous 
news spread throughout the entire village literally overnight. The next 
day, a mad-as-hell Uncle Cricket and his eldest son-in-law, who was the 
commander of the village militia, stormed our cave-house and ordered 
Smoking Devil to go with them. I found out later that Smoking Devil 
was given two choices in Uncle Cricket’s office: marry the girl and stay 
in the village, or be taken to the county jail for raping the girl. A convic- 
tion for rape was virtually assured—Uncle Cricket made it clear that he 
would have no trouble producing witnesses—and the crime was a capi- 
tal offense. Being a smart man, Smoking Devil knew what to do and I 
don't blame him for his choice. He stood up and called Uncle Cricket 
“Dad.” 

Smoking Devil’s wedding was a simple one, although the whole vil- 
lage was invited. It centered around the traditional meal of “haha-soup,” 
which was made only on such special occasions. When the noodles were 
cooked, they were scooped into large bowls along with the soup and car- 
ried by the younger women to guests. But unlike ordinary meals, only a 
small number of noodles was ladled into each bowl, and the soup had 
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to be saved for later, not drunk. After the noodles were eaten, the soup 
was poured back into the cauldron. The haha-soup—the saliva from the 
mouths of the whole village—then commingled to make a soup that 
seemed to the peasants to acquire a special delicate flavor. Since each 
bowl contained only a mouthful of noodles, every guest had to be served 
two dozen or more bowls to be satisfied. Only at the end of the meal were 
the guests allowed to drink the haha-soup and even then, each person 
was allotted only a single bowl. Truth be told, I did not detect any special 
flavor from the sacred soup. 

“You know what I dread?” He asked me after we had finished the 
noodles. “I am afraid that this silly father-in-law of mine will make me 
study Chairman Mao’s works every night when I want to make love to 
his daughter. I envy you guys now. From now on, I am like a man in a 
trap. I have no freedom.” But typical of Smoking Devil, who was a per- 
petual optimist, the mood did not last. “Ah, don’t worry about me. I will 
have fun. I will let you guys see that Smoking Devil is not a buried eel 
yet. He is still a little dragon.” He need not have reassured me of that. If 
anyone could make a disaster into a triumph, it was Smoking Devil. 

Still, the wedding itself was a sad event for me, for I had counted on 
Smoking Devil to help me get out the village once he got out. Now that 
he was staying, I had to find a way to get out myself. 


Is The Death of Uncle Cricket 


Shortly after Smoking Devil’s wedding, Uncle Cricket sent me to the 
construction site at the Three Red Flag Reservoir. I had been assigned to 
a six-month tour of duty as a barefoot doctor there, and I was glad for the 
change. In additional to the benefit of escaping Uncle Cricket’s boring 
lectures every week, I now could see Moon Face again and resume our 
conversations about literature, which always brought me much pleasure. 

The work was backbreaking. Three thousand peasants and Beijing 
Kids had been working on the project for more than two years, and it was 
barely halfway complete. Like the terraced fields, it was another of those 
revolutionary projects that were ill designed and doomed to fail. There 
was no heavy construction equipment. The only bulldozer, an Ameri- 
can-made machine said to have been captured during the Korean War, 
had broken down a year earlier and remained immobile at the foot of one 
of the dams. Wheelbarrows and shoulder poles were used to move dirt to 
the dam, and hand-tampers to pack it down. Progress was slow and inju- 
ries numerous, which kept me busy. 

My clinic was set up in a tent by the broken bulldozer, which had be- 
come a landmark that could be seen from any position in the construc- 
tion site. Most of the injuries were accidents—gashes on the arms or 
legs, sprained ankles, or the occasional broken leg. I could handle the 
minor injuries without much trouble, but I would send those with bro- 
ken bones to the county hospital, after stabilizing their condition. As it 
was late fall, there were also a number of flu cases and, once, an outbreak 
of food poisoning from spoiled goat meat. 

Although I was busy and overworked from the moment I arrived, I 
was quite happy because I could now talk freely with Moon Face without 
the fear of being discovered by Uncle Cricket. Every evening after din- 
ner, the two of us would climb to the top of the hill overlooking the con- 
struction camp and, in the bracing autumn breeze, talk about books 
for hours. 
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On an afternoon in my third month at the site, I received an unusual 
patient. Two men carried a young woman in ona stretcher. Her face was 
as white as bleached sheepskin. But even in pain and with mud on her 
face, she was still beautiful. I recognized her immediately—the singu- 
larly large eyes and the sharply upturned eyebrows could not be mis- 
taken, even though she had obviously grown to maturity in the four 
years since I had last seen her at the Xian bus station. Li Ling, of course, 
did not recognize me. 

One of the young men explained that Li Ling was carrying dirt with 
a shoulder pole when she tripped and rolled down the entire face of the 
dam. After a quick examination, it was evident that the injury to her 
back was serious. I pinched her toes, but there was no response. Neither 
did she appear to have any sensation in her legs. Her arms were numb 
but still responsive. Although I did not say anything, I feared the worst: 
her spinal cord could be broken and she might be permanently para- 
lyzed. With the help of the young men, I carefully rolled her on her side, 
gently lifted her blouse, and examined her spine and neck. As I touched 
her white skin, a strange sensation I had never experienced before shot 
through my body. I lowered my head immediately because I knew my 
cheeks were burning. There was no swelling or red patch on her back. 
That was good, but it was still too early to tell what the exact extent of 
her injuries was. 

At the moment, the only thing that might be helpful was to try acu- 
puncture, in order to alleviate the pain and to stimulate the return of 
sensation. I chose several acupuncture points on Li Ling’s hands and feet, 
inserted the needles, and slowly twisted each needle to maximize the 
effect. Her eyes were closed, but she seemed calmer, as if she had fallen 
asleep. 

The acupuncture treatment took half an hour. Shortly afterwards, a 
truck going to the county to bring provisions for the camp passed by on 
its appointed schedule, and I flagged it down and explained the situation 
to the driver. He helped me carry Li Ling aboard, and I escorted her to 
the county hospital. 

That evening, I returned to the construction site with the food truck, 
leaving Li Ling at the hospital. She was in stable condition when I left 
her. I was quite relieved that her injury, though serious, did not para- 
lyze her and she had largely regained sensation in her legs. The doctor 
warned, however, that she would probably be haunted by back pain for 
the rest of her life and recommended that I continue acupuncture treat- 
ments after she was discharged. 
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I sneaked into my tent around ten o'clock, ready to hit the bed, but I 
found an urgent telephone message from the headquarters of the Dragon 
Gorge Commune awaiting me on my bed. It was from Smoking Devil. 
“Fan Shen,” the note said, “Come back to Big Porcupine immediately. 
Uncle Cricket is seriously ill. Hurry!” 

I hitchhiked on a truck and went back to the village that night. It was 
after three o'clock when I arrived in Big Porcupine. The village was dark 
and quiet. Carrying my medicine bag, I walked directly to Uncle Crick- 
ets house at the center of the village. 

Uncle Cricket did not look good. I was surprised at how much weight 
he had lost since I had last seen him. His swarthy face looked waxy and 
sunken, like a cucumber that had hung on its stalk long after the first 
frost. “He has been suffering from severe diarrhea for several days but re- 
fused to go to the county hospital,” Smoking Devil informed me. Hear- 
ing our voice, the old man acknowledged my presence by blinking his 
eyes, and then seemed to drift into a deep slumber. His pulse was weak 
and his breathing heavy and uneven. 

After examining him, I stepped into the outer room, which was con- 
nected to the kitchen. Smoking Devil had awakened his wife Rainbow, 
a few months pregnant, to cook a bowl of noodles for me. 

“Tt’s so good to see you,” Smoking Devil said as he lit a pipe. As usual, 
he did most of the talking. “It is so damned stressful to live in the house 
of the Party secretary, you know. The first three months almost killed 
me. We had to thank the Great Leader and read a passage from his works 
at least five times a day—three times at meals, right after getting up in 
the morning, and before going to bed at night. I have never met a Party 
member who's more devoted to the Great Leader. You know what . . .” he 
paused for a moment and watched the rhythmic movement of the knife 
in his wife’s hand cutting the noodles in the kitchen. Sure that she was 
not listening, he continued, “You know how the old fool got sick? He ate 
practically a whole moldy duck by himself. It was a gift from Green Olive 
when he returned from Beijing. Green Olive was following Water Buffa- 
lo’s example and wanted to make sure he would be the next to get a city 
job. We all told the old man that the duck was no good—it was cooked 
in Beijing more than ten days ago—but he had starved so many times in 
his life that he would never throw away anything edible, least of all meat. 
So he cut off the green mold and ate the whole thing himself. He started 
vomiting and had bloody diarrhea that same night. We told him that it 
was food poisoning, but he would not admit it. He said it was just an up- 
set stomach and it would go away after a good sleep.” 
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“We have to get him to a hospital right away,” I said. “There’s no ques- 
tion this is food poisoning. It does not look good.” 

“The old fool will kill you if you try to send him to a hospital if there 
is any strength left in him. Believe me, we've tried —” 

“The noodles are not very good,” Rainbow said, setting down a big 
bowl of steaming noodles on the table. Following Chinese tradition, she 
apologized as she proudly presented her achievement. “I am not a very 
good cook. Please be kind and tolerant and try to have a bit of it.” 
Minced hot chili and a big white piece of fatty pork floated in the soup, 
and the aroma of homemade vinegar rose from the bowl and filled the 
room. I felt hungry. 

Smoking Devil waved her away, giving her an affectionate pinch on 
the hip as she walked passed him. The noodles were delicious. I devoured 
them in no time. Rainbow was an excellent cook. 

I checked on Uncle Cricket again. He seemed to be sleeping better 
now, his breathing deeper and smoother. Since it was past three o'clock, 
Smoking Devil and I decided to borrow the team of horses at daybreak 
and transport Uncle Cricket to the county hospital, whether he liked it 
or not. Now dog-tired, I went back to my old cave-house to catch two 
hours of sleep. It is a decision that I still regret to this day. 

I went back to Smoking Devil’s place before dawn. When Smoking 
Devil and I carried Uncle Cricket to the horse wagon outside, we were 
surprised that he made no trouble at all. He merely moaned once or 
twice and went back to sleep. We started the journey at sunrise and ex- 
pected to reach the county hospital by early evening. But less than two 
hours into our journey, as we were passing Nipple Hill, I checked Uncle 
Cricket’s pulse and was startled that I could hardly detect any pulse. 
“Run the horse as fast as you can,” I yelled to Smoking Devil, who was 
driving the horse at the front. “Uncle Cricket does not look good right 
now.” 

Smoking Devil flipped his whip and let loose the horse. But as the 
wagon bumped noisily I had a feeling that it was probably too late. 
Around noon, Smoking Devil stopped the horse to take a break, and I 
checked on Uncle Cricket again but found no breathing at all. For half 
an hour I tried to revive him with water and acupuncture, but I knew I 
was working on a dead man. He had been dead for some time. Finally, I 
told Smoking Devil the truth and asked him to turn back. Seeing his 
father-in-law dead, Smoking Devil suddenly cried as he slowly turned 
the horse around. It was the only time I ever saw him cry. Even though I 
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never liked Uncle Cricket’s pompous revolutionary lectures, it pained 
my heart that I did not save his life. 

Three days later, Uncle Cricket was buried at the foot of Nipple Hill, 
near the place where we once built the “Beijing Kids’ Terraced Field.” 
Strangely, his death was the beginning of my final escape from the 
village. 

A month after Uncle Cricket’s death, two events suddenly sent my life 
in a new direction. The first event was that my father was abruptly “liber- 
ated.” After working in a labor camp on and off for several years, he was 
reinstated at his former rank and appointed deputy director of the army’s 
Strategic Research Institute. My mother’s political problem was subse- 
quently solved in the same mysterious manner, and she was even pro- 
moted to the position of party secretary at the Beijing Museum of Nat- 
ural History. With their improved political fortunes, they moved to a 
bigger apartment in the Big Courtyard. I did not know what prompted 
their sudden “liberation,” but I was certainly glad that the dark politi- 
cal cloud on my head had lifted and I was now eligible for recruitment. 
What I needed now was a recommendation from the local Communist 
Party. 

The second event, which happened at the same time, was that my 
good friend, Moon Face, finally had a turn of good luck himself. The 
party secretary of the county had recently visited the Three Red Flag 
Reservoir construction site, and upon seeing a number of elegant big- 
letter posters around the camp, inquired about the calligrapher. It was 
Moon Face who did all the calligraphy and painting for the camp. After 
a chat with him, the party secretary was so impressed that he ordered 
Moon Face transferred to the county to serve as his personal assistant. It 
was only years later that rumors reached me that the party secretary and 
Moon Face became lovers shortly after that. 

In February 1972, just after the Spring Festival, I sent a letter, along 
with a roast Peking duck, to Moon Face, to see if he could get the party 
secretary to find a position for me. Moon Face’s reply soon came back. 
He told me that he had delivered the duck to the secretary and it just so 
happened that the director of the East Wind Aircraft Factory had come 
to recruit workers, so the secretary recommended me. “This factory is 
an elite military installation,” he wrote. “The secretary’s own son will go 
there, too. You should receive your papers soon.” 

A week later, a thick letter came by registered mail, notifying me that 
I had been hired by the factory and was to report immediately to the di- 
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rector in Yaran for my physical examination. I could not believe my 
good fortune. 

The day I left the village of Big Porcupine went like a dream. For more 
than four years, I had dreamed of getting out of the place where as far as 
the eye could see there was nothing but barren yellow hills. I knew on 
such an occasion I should laugh madly like some movie actor, but I de- 
cided not to give in to my emotions, for I had to be sensitive to Green Ol- 
ive’s feelings; he would be the only one left in our once crowded cave- 
houses after I left. So I went about my packing as quietly as possible. My 
parting gift to Green Olive was my medicine box and books. He would 
be the new barefoot doctor. 

On the afternoon of my departure, the sky was bright, the air cool, 
and the mountain roads muddy—the ground was just beginning to 
thaw after a harsh winter. Green Olive and Smoking Devil drove me 
by wagon to the bus station in the county. As the horse-drawn wagon 
turned and slowly drew past Nipple Hill and Uncle Cricket’s grave, I 
looked up at what was left of the “Beijing Kids’ Terraced Field” and 
thought of the day the nine of us arrived, our bedrolls piled high and Un- 
cle Cricket yelling at the horses. Our songs reverberated through the hills 
that day. I also thought of the chilly morning when Big Quilt fainted on 
the hill, the great feast after the mountain flood, the joyous haha-soup 
banquet at Smoking Devil’s wedding and many other incidents of lesser 
importance. The thought that all the hard labor, the pain, the famine, 
and the fear were now behind me finally sunk in, and all of a sudden I 
could not control my emotions anymore. I began to sing loudly a famil- 
iar song that I had sung many times before: 


Harden our hearts, 

Fear not sacrifices, 

Overcome ten thousand obstacles, 
To achieve the ultimate victory! 


I listened to the echoes of my words bouncing back from the hills. The 
Great Leader’s words had never sounded so sweet to my ear before. I had 
won my first battle against the Great Leader, and it was won by following 
his own instructions. I sang the whole journey till my voice was gone. 

During the entire journey, Smoking Devil smoked a lot and hardly 
said anything. Nor did he speak when we unloaded my luggage at the 
station and waited for the bus to Yaran. It was very sad as the three of us 
sat silently outside the bus station, looking at the setting sun, and I was 
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relieved when the bus finally came. I waited till the last moment to get 
on. As it pulled out of the station, I extended my hand out the window 
to grasp my friends’ hands for the last time. But Smoking Devil had one 
last trick to play. He thrust a hard white object into my hand and quickly 
blurted out: “Take care of this for me, will you?” His voice was raspy and 
he turned his back quickly, but I still saw a flicker of tears in his eyes. The 
hard white object was his favorite porcelain pipe. 


In a small dirty restaurant in Yaran, I met Moon Face. He was there on 
business; I was there to leave for the East Wind Aircraft Factory the next 
day. Moon Face had visibly changed in the few months since he had be- 
come the personal assistant to the party secretary. He had gained weight, 
his pale face was fuller, and there was a tincture of red in his cheeks. He 
told me that he had accompanied the secretary to many communes in 
the county, and that they were treated to sumptuous official banquets 
everywhere they went. 

“I have never had so much to eat in my life,” he said with a lopsided 
smile. “The next time you see me, I am afraid I will be a fat pig.” He 
laughed awkwardly, and I realized that I had never seen Moon Face laugh 
with such relaxed pleasure before. 

“I am glad that you are leaving this place,” he said in a more serious 
tone, after downing his third glass of liquor. “Fan Shen, you have been 
my best friend for years and I don’t know how to thank you. I had never 
trusted anyone before in my life . . . never had a close friend, or even a 
friend, for that matter. But I feel that I have changed—since I got to 
know you. I know I can trust you. My dream has been to live an ordinary 
life, and grow to be an old peaceful peasant in my own house. I dont 
know how long my present luck will last, but I will always remember that 
I have a friend. Unlike me, you are from a revolutionary family and will 
have a bright future.” 

I was touched but felt uneasy. Perhaps it is my temperament or per- 
haps it is my upbringing, but I have always felt awkward when people be- 
come sentimental, even though I am a person of strong feelings myself 
and am given to sentimentality. In any case, I reached for the liquor bot- 
tle, filled up our cups, and pushed one across the table to Moon Face. 

“Today is a good day for both of us,” I said, trying to lighten the 
mood. “Let’s not talk about sad things. We may not see each other for a 
while, so let’s get drunk while we are together.” I felt as if Smoking Devil 
were speaking through me. 

We again brought our cups together, toasted each other, and gulped 
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down the liquor. I could instantly feel a burning sensation in my 
stomach. 

“Before I forget,” I said, “I have a gift for you.” I reached down, took 
a heavy parcel out my satchel, and placed it in front of Moon Face. The 
wrapping paper was an old copy of The Communist Youth, one of the few 
newspapers we were allowed to read. Moon Face opened the parcel care- 
fully and looked down dumbfounded at the brand new green cover of an 
eighteenth-century Chinese classic, The Dream of the Red Chamber. It 
was a set of four volumes. “I know you love the Chinese classics. As they 
say, ‘You are not a true Chinese if you have not read The Dream of the Red 
Chamber.’ This is the first printing of the book since the beginning of the 
Cultural Revolution. Just came out.” 

Slightly gliding his fingers over the smooth cover of the book, flipping 
the pages and lingering three or four seconds at the beginning of a few 
select chapters, Moon Face was obviously deeply pleased. “I have already 
read the book three times, always surreptitiously. Now I am going to 
read it openly another half-dozen times.” 

As we were leaving the restaurant, I noticed an old beggar, a crippled 
man sitting on the damp brick floor. His stubs of legs were tucked under 
his body, which seemed weighted down by an enormous head with a 
large crop of dirty hair. In front of him on the floor was a white cloth. I 
walked over and read the words on the cloth: “I was one of Chairman 
Mao’s Red Guards and lost my legs serving his revolution. Please help.” 
He reminded me of Chunky, who was crippled for life in prison. On a 
moment like this, there was nothing else for me to do but dig all the 
money out of my pocket and place everything in his basket. The old Red 
Guard also did what he had to do. He nodded his head silently, flashed 
something on his scarred face that remotely resembled a smile, and took 
out a small pin of the Great Leader from his pocket. He held his hand 
out. I took the pin and put it on my jacket above my breast pocket. I did 
it only to show sympathy to the old Red Guard, and not out of any re- 
spect for the Great Saint. Having been re-educated by his so-called revo- 
lutionary peasants, I had no more illusions about his revolution. It was 
all a sham. If only the old Red Guard knew how he had fought for the 
Great Leader who could care less about him. 

A huge cloud that looked like the aftermath of an atomic explosion 
towered over me as I walked back to the county administrative building, 
where fifty other new recruits and I were staying for the night. I took a 
shortcut across a cornfield that had just been harvested. A strong breeze 
swept up from the Yan River. I walked at a deliberate pace against the 
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wind, and made sure I was not moving too fast, so I could feel the sooth- 
ing wind gently pressing my chest. I felt a lightness that I had never felt 
before, perhaps partly because I was finally leaving the countryside and 
did not have a cent to my name. And I could not help chuckling to my- 
self as I remembered “The Song of Gold and Fold” in The Dream of the 
Red Chamber: 


Men think it’s good to be God, 

But will never forget their gold, 

They hoard and hoard till they are old, 
And where is the gold when they fold? 


But like everything else, the reverie had to end. The ground was dry, 
and I walked slowly and carefully between the corn stalks and began 
contemplating my life in the aircraft factory. When I was small, my 
mother often said that I had a good mechanical mind and should be- 
come an engineer like my father when I grew up. Now fate seemed in- 
deed to have given me another chance to follow in my father’s footsteps: 
even though I had failed to follow him as a revolutionary, I could now 
follow him as an engineer. 


We are all in a gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars. 
Oscar Wilde 
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The No. 8 Workshop of the East Wind Aircraft Factory to which I was 
assigned was a large concrete building, the size of a soccer field, where jet 
engines for MiG-19 fighters were assembled. 

More than anything else, the workshop reminded me of a hospital: it 
was clean, quiet, and white. All workers wore white uniforms and white 
shoes, and the entire assembly line was painted white. The first time I 
walked into the building, I was mesmerized by the white cranes that 
moved smoothly on rails attached to the ceiling, and by the white steel 
cabinets that housed spotlessly clean tools. The ghostlike battery-oper- 
ated car that noiselessly pulled the assembled engines into and out of the 
building was also white, and the gargantuan doors it pulled them 
through were white as well. Although the sterile atmosphere gave me a 
slightly uneasy feeling and the gasoline fumes made me queasy, my ex- 
citement and eagerness to explore the wonderful technology and orga- 
nized efficiency of modern industry more than made up for any negative 
feelings. All day long, I listened to the faint clinking sound of metal on 
metal coming from different directions in the workshop and enjoyed it 
as much as I would have enjoyed a harmonious symphony. I liked the jin- 
gling and jangling of the assembly lines, stainless steel’s crisp pitch, tita- 
nium’s dull thump, magnesium’s cheerful chirping, aluminum’s sullen 
echo, chromium’s hushed drone, and cadmium’s low murmur. The mu- 
sic of modern industry was beautiful to me and rekindled pleasures and 
interests that I had had since I test-fired my first bamboo rocket in 
the fourth grade. The technology nerd in me had found a perfect play- 
ground. 

I was grateful that fate had provided me with the opportunity to fol- 
low in my father’s footsteps, something my mother would be proud of. 
After the war, my father, whose formal education ended at the sixth 
grade, studied on his own and became an outstanding mechanical engi- 
neer and inspector in the army. And now I had the chance to become an 
engineer like him. 
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Like all the Beijing Kids, I would start at the bottom and serve as an 
apprentice for three years, at a monthly stipend of eighteen yuan (nine 
dollars at the time). The amount was just enough to cover my meals (if I 
did not eat meat dishes too often) and dormitory fees. In my fourth year, 
I would become a probationary worker, with a monthly wage of thirty- 
six yuan. In my fifth year, I would become a regular worker, earning 
forty-two yuan and fifty-two cents a month. That would be my per- 
manent wage, but it might be raised slightly every five or six years. The 
low wage, however, did not concern me at all, for I was confident that I 
would make something out of myself before long and would rise far 
above the ordinary rank of assembly worker. 

I had set my eyes on a higher goal even before I arrived at the factory 
in 1972. While I was in Yaman waiting for my physical examination, I 
scoured the secondhand bookstores there and bought two books that I 
thought would get me started on my way to becoming an engineer. One 
of them was The Biography of Yakovlev, a well-known Soviet aircraft de- 
signer during World War II. I was very excited to read the story of how 
he labored in a factory and eventually taught himself college courses to 
become an engineer. After reading the book in one night, I told myself 
that I would become a Chinese Yakovlev through self-education. I knew 
that since I had only a fifth-grade education, my desire was very ambi- 
tious—one could say that it was like a mouse wanting to soar to the sky 
like an eagle, but I never doubted that I would succeed. 

The other book I bought in Yan’an was An Introduction to Relativity, 
which showed how ignorant I was at that time. Not even knowing that a 
mechanical engineer had no use for theoretical physics, I thought be- 
coming an engineer meant that I must begin my studies with the theory 
of relativity. And that was what I did. I began studying the book on the 
train to the East Wind Aircraft Factory and found that I could not un- 
derstand a single mathematical equation in the book. 

I was undaunted by the setback, though, but only because I had a great 
deal of youthful confidence and even more youthful ignorance. All I 
needed to do, I figured, was understand the details. The fact that I never 
had the chance to go to high school to study mathematics did not deter 
me, nor did I bother to feel sorry for myself for having been denied the 
opportunity because of the revolution. As soon as I settled down in the 
factory, I began looking for high school math books. It wasnt easy in 
those days, but I was lucky to find an ancient high school math textbook, 
whose pages were made of rough straw paper, in a co-workers room, un- 
der his bed. The co-worker graciously gave the book to me. Following 
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Yakovlev’s example, I drew up a detailed study plan with the book, which 
I posted on the wall by my bunk bed. 

With the plan in place, I officially launched my ambitious study on 
the day I started working as an apprentice in the No. 8 Workshop. For 
the next few years, I adhered to my plan, down to the minute and virtu- 
ally without interruption. But managing time was the easiest part of my 
self-improvement, and I soon ran into many other impediments. On the 
second day of my studies, for instance, the lights in the whole building 
went out. The power outage, I discovered, was almost a daily occurrence, 
which was mostly due to a blown fuse in the old building. But this did 
not deter me from studying. When the power was out, I resorted to can- 
dles, keeping a large supply by my bed. Having acclimated myself to can- 
dlelight in the cave-house in Shaanbei, I was not too distressed by its 
dim, unsteady light. In fact, sitting in the dim candlelight, I sometimes 
even felt fortunate, and was reminded of the story of an ancient scholar 
I read in the second grade. The legendary scholar was so poor that he 
could not afford even candles, and so to read at night, he would go to the 
fields to catch fireflies in the summer and bring them home in a bag, so 
that he could read by the light from the bugs’ tails. And in the winter, he 
would drill a tiny hole in the wall which his house shared with his neigh- 
bor’s, and read by the light of the neighbor's candle. That was the spirit 
of the Chinese scholar that I admired. 

Another problem I faced was fatigue. Only a few weeks into my stud- 
ies, I often found myself too tired to concentrate after eight hours of 
work and the hour of political study that all workers had to attend. 
Sometimes I simply fell asleep on my books. My fatigue was exacerbated 
by the fact there was no table in the dormitory room and I had to use one 
of the stools for my desk. Curling up like a prawn on it every night, I 
started to have back pain after a week. To combat fatigue and back pain, 
I tried to emulate another legendary Chinese scholar. To prevent himself 
from falling asleep during his studies, the ancient scholar tied his long 
hair to the beam of the house, thus when his head slumped forward, his 
hair would be pulled and he would wake up. Besides that, he put an awl 
by his stool, and, whenever he was drowsy, would stick the awl in his 
thigh, so that the sharp pain would keep him awake for a while. I did not 
have a beam to tie my short hair, but I tried the awl method for stimula- 
tion, which I found quite effective. To this day, I still have a few scars on 
my thighs. 

Aside from power outages and fatigue, I also ran into a problem far 
more distracting, one that few ancient scholars had to contend with: the 
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noisy, lusty stories that my roommates told while they were playing cards 
at the other end of the small room. They were led by Bean Sprout, and 
joined by other fellow workers such as Master Pan and Little Lenin. 
They played their favorite game, “driving the pig,” every night and the 
loser had to crawl under a makeshift table and endure loud jeering and 
prodding from the spectators. But it was the lascivious stories that Bean 
Sprout told the rowdy crowd—stories that stirred up hormones—that I 
found most distracting. One night shortly after I began my studies, for 
example, Bean Sprout told a long and lusty story about Old Revolution- 
ary, which completely ruined my whole evening. 

To his credit, Bean Sprout was a sensational storyteller like Smoking 
Devil. His real name was Nan Bogin, but because of his long fragile 
neck, people called him Bean Sprout. Outside of the dormitory he was 
quiet and retiring, almost timid, reminding me of a skittish shrimp. But 
with cards before him, after the first pot of tea, he became a different per- 
son, excited, melodramatic, and eager to relate the most salacious stories 
about flesh in the factory. 

“Have you heard the latest news about Old Revolutionary?” Bean 
Sprout began that night in his scratchy voice. 

“What happened to our most senior Party member?” Master Pan 
asked, drawing a card. “I saw him only three days ago at lunch, and he 
was bad-mouthing Red Calf again, as usual.” Red Calf was the Party sec- 
retary of the workshop. “ ‘Red Calf, that young fart! ” Master Pan imi- 
tated Old Revolutionary’s contemptuous tone, “ ‘All he does each day is 
smoke two packs of cigarettes, drink half a dozen pots of tea, and flood 
the bathroom. That’s what he does. ” 

“Well, hed be licking Red Calf’s hooves now, if he could,” Bean 
Sprout said. “Because he was arrested yesterday. They are still trying to 
keep it a secret.” 

Everybody’s eyes shot up from the cards, astonished to hear the news. 
I too was surprised, because I was quite fond of the old man who guided 
our tour of the workshop on our first day. 

“Red Calf arrested Old Revolutionary?” asked Master Pan, “How 
dare he? He was still in diapers when Old Revolutionary was throwing 
grenades at the Japanese. What’s the charge?” 

“Well, it’s a long story,” said Bean Sprout. “Serve a new pot of tea first, 
will you?” That night, Bean Sprout was at his best as he wove all the 
available facts and fantasy into a juicy, colorful story about Old Revolu- 
tionary’s tragicomic love affair. 

“You have all seen Old Revolutionary’s aunt, right? But did any of you 
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know that Old Revolutionary has been sleeping with his aunt?” began 
Bean Sprout. “That’s the story. She was not his aunt at all, but a former 
lover whom he brought back from his native village two years ago when 
he went back to attend his mother’s funeral. After he brought her back, 
he ordered his wife to sleep in their daughter’s room, because the aunt 
was ill and needed special care from him at night. I don't know how his 
wife swallowed the lie and let them sleep together for two years! Since 
she said nothing, his neighbors never suspected a thing. But finally, last 
week, his wife could not bear the shame any more and told the factory 
authorities about it. Red Calf immediately called a secret emergency 
meeting of Party officials, and they decided to catch Old Revolutionary 
red-handed the next night. They mobilized a dozen militiamen and is- 
sued them rifles. The militiamen waited in the nearby apartment for the 
signal from Old Revolutionary’s wife. 

“When the signal, a red flashlight blinking on and off three times— 
Red Calf must have seen a lot of spy movies—appeared in the window 
at two o'clock in the morning, Red Calf and the militia quietly entered 
the apartment, using a key supplied by the wife. The attack was so swift, 
so silent, so unexpected that they caught the two naked bodies literally 
in the act. They did not have time to even unlock themselves from each 
other before they knew what had happened. What a sight! There were 
viscous fluids all over the bed and their bodies, according to someone I 
knew who was present. 

“Old Revolutionary tried to protest: “What are you doing breaking 
into a civilian’s house? This is illegal! I will tell the Party secretary to- 
morrow!’ 

“And Red Calf emerged from the shadows and answered: ‘The Party 
secretary is here. You will have a lot of questions to answer at Party head- 
quarters.’ 

“The lovebirds were brought to the detention center and interrogated 
separately. Both confessed their ‘crimes’ right away. The lovers were 
made to describe in detail what they did and how they did it. According 
to someone who was at the interrogation, Old Revolutionary’s confes- 
sion reads like a book of pornography.” 

Those were the kinds of stories that I had to listen to. Needless to say, 
I solved not a single trigonometry problem that night. 

The first summer presented me with yet another irksome distraction: 
bedbugs, which we called “smelly bugs.” They look like white, flattened 
sesame seeds when empty and miniature footballs when full of blood, 
and they were the most aggressive and tenacious bloodsuckers that I have 


126 METAL 


ever encountered. Although the factory had regularly scheduled “bed- 
bug days,” when entire dormitories were sealed and fumigated with in- 
secticides, the bedbugs always returned with a vengeance the next day 
to make up for the previous day’s inconvenience. For the entire sum- 
mer, my study sessions were punctuated with incessant slapping and 
scratching. One night, however, I discovered a whole colony of well-fed 
bugs behind my study plan hanging on the wall. With a force as decisive 
as Eisenhower's “Operation Overlord,” I struck the enemy and annihi- 
lated the entire army with my bare hands. My heroic study plan was red 
with the blood of tiny anti-revolutionaries. 

Despite all the distractions, I pressed on with my books and made 
slow but steady progress. By the end of the first year, I was ahead of 
schedule, having worked my way through high-school mathematics. I 
then plunged into the books on physics and aviation mechanics. The 
more I studied, however, the more I realized how little I knew. I had long 
abandoned the hope of studying relativity and I knew I had to go college 
someday if I wanted to be a real engineer. But going to college was out of 
the question then, because all colleges had been closed since the begin- 
ning of the Cultural Revolution. 

While I studied my books, I had also diligently learned the skills of 
the trade and had quickly become an efficient assembly worker. Before 
six months had passed, I was able to assemble two complete gearboxes a 
day, the same amount of work a veteran regularly did. But I knew this 
was only the beginning of what I wanted to accomplish. 
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The Chinese have a saying: There would be no books if there were no coin- 
cidences. And that was what flashed through my mind one Saturday 
afternoon in the factory's puny library, a single room that contained little 
more than a few technical magazines. It was my habit to come here after 
a week’s work to browse through the magazines. The room was always 
quiet, always empty, and it had become my “Lotus Bower,” where I 
could enjoy the luxury of quiet for a few hours each week. Only occa- 
sionally would an engineer or technician come in to check something. 
Most of the time, I was the only one in the room. 

About six months after I came to the factory, I was flipping through 
an issue of Modern Aviation when the door opened and a girl quietly 
slipped into the room. She took a magazine and sat down opposite me at 
the big oval table, the only table in the room. Over my magazine, I stole 
a glance at the unusual visitor and was startled to notice a pair of eye- 
brows that arched upward like Turkish swords. 

Instead of the “combat style” short hair of the Cultural Revolution, 
however, her hair was now long, and tied up with a black silk band. 
Her face was tranquil and smooth, with a touch of healthy pink in the 
cheeks, and her large eyes, fixed on the page in front of her, looked 
thoughtful. She was wearing a dark-green plaid jacket, which might have 
been a man’s jacket. 

For ten minutes, I observed my new companion over the magazine. 
Finally, I got up my nerve and put down Modern Aviation. 

“Arent you Li Ling?” I asked. “I used to be a barefoot doctor, and I 
treated your back at the reservoir construction site last year.” 

For an instant, she seemed surprised, but her large and shining eyes 
quickly resumed their tranquility. “I thought you looked a little familiar. 
So you are the barefoot doctor who saved my life,” she said, her words 
flowing like a leisurely mountain stream, cool and pleasing. “I never had 
a chance to thank you. What’s your name?” 
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“Fan Shen,” I said. 

“Ha, one of the masses. Your parents must have wanted you to be a 
revolutionary,” she said, smiling. I blushed a little. I felt uncomfortable 
when she caught the meaning of my revolutionary name but I did not 
tell her how I felt about revolution now. 

“How is your back now?” I asked, trying to change the subject. 

“Tt still bothers me from time to time, and sometimes it is quite bad. 
I have been to several hospitals in Beijing, and have had countless acu- 
puncture treatments, but nothing can completely cure it. I hada fracture 
in one vertebra, and it did not heal properly.” 

“Sorry to hear that. Do you read technical magazines too?” I said, 
knowing I was asking the obvious. 

She smiled mysteriously. “Do I look like someone who cares about 
MiG-19 and F-4 Phantom Fighters?” 

“But aren't you reading International Aviation Today?” I nodded at the 
magazine in her hands. 

“That’s the cover. You can never judge a book by its cover. Don’t you 
know the saying?” She laughed. “I sense that I can trust you. You seem to 
be a bookworm, too. I have seen you coming here before. All right, PI let 
you know my little secret, but keep your mouth shut.” Slowly she lifted 
the technical magazine and revealed a small book behind it. It had a 
crude brown paper cover. In large block characters, neatly written by 
hand in black ink on the cover, was its title: The Biography of Karl Marx. 

I was more confused than ever. There was no need to be so secretive 
and sly when you were reading a book about the founding father of com- 
munism. “Oh, Karl Marx,” I said. But why in the world she would be in- 
terested in the man who wanted to eliminate bourgeois families like 
hers? 

“Didn't I say ‘don't judge a book by its cover?” She giggled, obviously 
enjoying her second triumph. Closing the book, she slid it across the 
table. 

I took it and turned the cover page. On the inside was a very different 
title: The Prince, by Niccolò Machiavelli. I had never heard of the book. 
The pages were old and yellow, and the text was in old Chinese charac- 
ters. It must have been translated and printed before the language re- 
forms of the late 1950s. 

“This is my favorite book, together with Friedrich Nietzsche’s Thus 
Spake Zarathustra,” she said, smoothly pronouncing the long foreign 
names without a hitch. I was amazed. “These books teach you not to 
trust anyone,” she smiled. “That’s why I like them.” 


Li Ling 129 

But this was wholly at odds with her behavior toward me and I did not 
detect any distrust in her smile. “What kind of books are these?” I asked 
timidly, embarrassed for my ignorance. 

“I call them miscellaneous books. About everything, or about noth- 
ing, or about nothing useful, I should say. That’s the kind of book I 
like to read,” she said. “Real philosophy, political science, history, eco- 
nomics, and all kinds of miscellaneous, good-for-nothing, get-you-into- 
trouble books. Do you read other things—I mean, idle stuff, besides 
magazines on MiGs and Phantoms?” 

I nodded eagerly, and I told her about the stolen books that I had read 
in Beijing. Although we had officially met only a few minutes ago, I felt 
a strange bond between us. 

“If you would like to read some of these books, I can lend you a few. 
But,” she added, her face drawn and her voice sober, “you must remem- 
ber the Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein’s famous words: 
Whereof one cannot speak, thereon one must remain silent. You must never 
talk to people about these books.” 

“Of course,” I said. I was awed by her knowledge. She seemed to re- 
member everything she had read. How did she do it? Just as I was once 
keenly aware of my sweat-stained rubber shoes at her house, so was I 
keenly aware of my shabby hoard of knowledge. My ignorance created a 
deep chasm between us, a chasm so deep that I doubted that I would ever 
be able to cross it. 

It turned out that Li Ling worked as an archive clerk at the testing 
bay, which was part of my workshop but in a separate building. In the 
months that followed, I borrowed a book or two from her every week. I 
did not know how she preserved those forbidden books through the Cul- 
tural Revolution, perhaps by wrapping all of them in cheap brown paper 
and giving each a different title on the outside cover. After reading the 
books, I would talk to her during the breaks outside her office when no 
one was around. The haphazard reading often did nothing but reinforce 
my awareness of how deeply ignorant I was. Some of the books were so 
difficult that I could hardly finish them. I did not understand, for exam- 
ple, much of Machiavelli, and even less of Nietzsche, and I felt palpable 
relief and satisfaction—unjustifiable, but palpable nonetheless—when 
Li Ling told me that Nietzsche went crazy later in life. Maybe that’s why 
I could not understand him. The books that offered practical advice on 
life were my favorites, books like Robert Schumann’s On Music and Mu- 
sicians and Benjamin Franklins Autobiography. Franklin’s model of self- 
improvement was most inspiring to me. His thirteen “commandments” 
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that he offered to his son became my guide for many years to come. From 
him I learned to set practical goals, plan my course of action, and work 
tenaciously to achieve those goals, even in the face of seemingly insur- 
mountable obstacles. 

I often feel very fortunate, even today, that I had met Li Ling in the 
factory and had read those forbidden books from her. If Smoking Devil 
was my practical teacher who taught me techniques of survival in life, 
then Li Ling was my spiritual teacher who stretched my imagination and 
stoked the fire of my ambition. 

There was a consensus at the East Wind Aircraft Factory that Li Ling 
was the prettiest girl at the plant. Men always ogled her—lusty toads 
gaping at a white swan—whenever her slender body and long legs 
whisked by. She walked fast, with her eyes fixed on the ground, her arms 
swinging straight back and forth. But for some reason, I did not think of 
her sexually. She was far too superior to me, both in knowledge and in 
looks. It was true that in the last few years I had grown taller, but I was 
still thin, and when I looked at my naked body in the mirror in the public 
bathhouse, I saw nothing I could be proud of. I felt certain that Li Ling 
would never be interested in me, with my small eyes, dark skin, and awk- 
ward and shy manner. Besides, she was seven years older than I was, and 
was rumored to have a boyfriend who worked in a factory in another city. 
I often wondered who the lucky guy was. To me, she was my teacher and 
mentor, and it would have been sacrilegious to think of her any other 
way. 

Only once did our platonic relationship appear to move in a different 
direction. That was when Li Ling invited me to her dormitory room to 
look at her stamp collection. The room, more a cubicle than anything 
else, was on the third floor of a drab brick building. It was barely bigger 
than a king-size bed. There was no desk, chair, or dresser. Against the 
window was a narrow cot, whose clean, white sheets did not even at- 
tempt to hide the rickety wooden legs. A cement sink stood opposite the 
cot, by the door. There was a three-level makeshift bookshelf of thin 
pine boards against the wall between the sink and the cot. Six or seven 
rusty pipes, like a family of copperheads, crawled over the walls and the 
ceiling. I realized that the room was once a kitchen. 

“I was assigned to the dormitory room next door with three other 
girls,” Li Ling said, pouring hot water into a teacup for me. “But there 
was no privacy there and I could not read late at night when they wanted 
to turn off the light to sleep. So I hijacked the kitchen. Now they have to 
go down the hall to the toilet to wash their faces. Sit down, here is your 
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tea. 
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I sat down on her narrow bed, and she handed me the first album that 
she took out from a trunk under the bed. She had a very large collection, 
the best that I had ever seen, with many beautiful stamps from Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, the Soviet Union, Romania, and other European coun- 
tries. As she was handing me the second album, she sat down very close 
to me, so close that I could feel her leg lightly touching mine and sense 
the heat from her body. My heart skipped a beat or two, and then I lapsed 
into total confusion, almost a state of shock. For the next few minutes, I 
hardly heard anything she said, and fought very hard against the urge to 
touch her hand. She looked so delicate, so inviting, so pretty. My heart 
throbbed and pounded as I discreetly smelled the faint scent of the soap 
she used to wash her hair. She was talking about how she used to go alone 
to stamp shops in Beijing when she was only seven, and was always very 
happy to travel around the city to buy or trade stamps. So freely and 
calmly did she talk that I decided that her sitting so close by was acciden- 
tal. It would be very embarrassing if I touched her and she turned out to 
have no romantic intentions at all. 

Despite the urges that young men have when sitting alone with a 
pretty woman, I felt that I could not get any closer to Li Ling. What pre- 
vented me, more than anything else, was her superior attitude. How I 
longed to be treated as her equal, but I felt that she talked to me as if I 
were her ten-year-old brother and she were my seventeen-year-old sister. 
There were also occasional sarcastic remarks and taunts that wounded 
my pride. Once, for example, after a volleyball match between the No. 8 
Workshop and No. 14 Workshop in which my cunning spike saved the 
game, I proudly turned to Li Ling. She and a girlfriend had been watch- 
ing it from the sidelines. My face was flushed, still half intoxicated by the 
loud cheers of the spectators. 

“Did you notice,” she said to her friend, as I wiped the sweat off my 
face with a towel, “that he has bowed legs?” 

The smile froze on my face. What had I done to deserve such gratu- 
itous cruelty? 


In March, a year after my arrival at the factory, Red Calf, the Party Secre- 
tary of the workshop, called me into his office. This was the first time 
that I had been officially invited there and I was quite apprehensive. Still 
a young man of about forty-five, Red Calf was quite friendly and did not 
have the typical drawl of a Party secretary when he spoke. 

“Want a cigarette?” Red Calf pulled out a pack of Front Gates and 
waved it at me. I declined. I did not smoke. The Party secretary lit one 


for himself. 
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“I have been watching you since you arrived here,” said the secretary. 
“You have been doing a good job, and everybody praises you, especially 
for your studies. We have all seen you study night after night on your 
stool, and you were the first apprentice in the workshop to work inde- 
pendently. That is the kind of spirit the Party needs. We wish we had 
more hardworking young people like you. The Party Committee has de- 
cided to give you a new challenge. We have decided to transfer you to the 
testing bay, to bea special circuit electrician apprentice. You know in the 
last few months we have lost a number of workers at the testing bay be- 
cause of illnesses, and we need urgently someone to learn the job quickly. 
It’s the most important job in the testing bay. Whenever there is a prob- 
lem, the circuit electrician has to diagnose it fast, or all work at the test- 
ing bay comes to a stop. This is a tremendous honor for the Party to trust 
such a young person as you, and we are confident that you will not disap- 
point us. I have designated Master Deng as your mentor. He is the rank- 
ing Party member at the testing bay and will be a good guide for your po- 
litical growth.” 

I eagerly accepted the appointment, but for my own reasons. I thrilled 
at the prospect of working in the same building as Li Ling and seeing her 
every day. 

The next day, I reported to Master Deng at the electrician’s office on 
the second floor. Master Deng had a white puffy face and heavy eyelids 
(from kidney problems, as I later learned), and was half dozing over a 
cup of tea when I entered. 

After briefly greeting one another, I anxiously asked Master Deng: 
“Where should I begin? What books should I read?” Master Deng was 
obviously annoyed by my eagerness. He slowly ran his sleepy eyes over 
me, and then reluctantly straightened his back and reached into the desk 
drawer, from which he withdrew a thick book and pushed it across the 
desk. 

“Read it,” he tersely said, and returned to his teacup. 

The greasy book, Basic Electrical Principles, was an outdated voca- 
tional school textbook. It was printed on dark straw paper, the pages so 
fragile that many had fallen out and had to be glued back in. I plunged 
into it nonetheless. I studied ten hours a day and took extensive notes. In 
less than a week, I finished the book. But, as before, I was more dissat- 
isfied than ever. I knew that theory alone was not enough to make me a 
good troubleshooter and I also needed practical knowledge, knowledge 
of how things actually worked. By the second month, I had begun study- 
ing blueprints of the wiring and circuitry of the entire building. Armed 
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with a flashlight and a roll of wiring maps, I set out to explore every nook 
and cranny of the vast building. On some days, I spent hours crawling 
under each of the testing platforms. Like Michelangelo patiently lying 
on a scaffold under the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, I would lie on the 
greasy floor under each switch box and slowly sort out the confusing 
maze of colored wires. Whenever I found a discrepancy between the 
prints and the actual wiring, I would make a note in my notebook. Be- 
fore six months were out, I had mastered the wiring of the testing bay 
and the special circuits of the jet engine. Not only did I learn to analyze 
the problems, but also where the problems were like to occur. Some- 
times, I discovered, the best way to get the antiquated Soviet circuit 
boards to work properly was to give them a swift kick. In that respect, I 
later discovered, they were like a lot of people. 

Within ten months, I was a de facto circuit master, without the title. 
Technically, I was still an apprentice. But whenever there was a major 
problem, the testing technicians often called on me instead of Master 
Deng. I could have studied further and worked toward a career in electri- 
cal engineering in the factory as I had originally planned, but I did not. 
By this time, I had learned something else about the factory that made 
me realize that this was not a place I could stay for long. The factory that 
I had so enjoyed because it marked my escape from the dreadful moun- 
tain village turned out to have some very dark and terrible secrets, and I 
found that by escaping from the village, I had fallen into another dread- 
ful trap from which I had to struggle to escape. 


18 “Another Jumped Last Night” 


After I began working in the same building as Li Ling, we spoke almost 
every day, and our conversations gave me great pleasure. Sometimes we 
saw each other twice a day, in the morning and during the afternoon 
break. I lived for these conversations. When I came back from a talk with 
Li Ling, I frequently found myself with a burning desire to study philos- 
ophy and history, subjects that she knew so much about. I wanted to 
know as much as she, in order to say something worthwhile to her, to at- 
tract her attention, to win her praise. 

But wanting to be Li Ling’s equal was not the only thing that pushed 
me to study hard. Another, equally strong, motivation to study was the 
desire to go to college someday so that I could flee the factory that I now 
came to dread. In fact, by this time, I had learned that there was some- 
thing mysterious and terrible in the factory that made everyone want to 
escape. The factory was not at all what it appeared—a cheerful place full 
of happy, dedicated workers and their families. 

To a newcomer, the campus of the factory looked clean and orderly, so 
much so that it did not look like a factory engaged in heavy industry, but 
a resort hospital. The roads were paved and lined with shady maple and 
birch trees. Encircled by evergreen bushes, the white buildings glittered 
in the bright spring sun. 

But only after a few months, I began to feel a vague oppressiveness 
about the white buildings and walls. A short distance from the factory 
entrance was the gate for the residential area, also closed in by a high 
white wall. At any given moment, I was in one or the other of the white 
enclosures. The only difference between the facilities was that in the resi- 
dential compound the buildings were smaller and crammed in tight 
rows like military barracks. 

The oppressiveness came first of all from the fact that the factory was 
a completely isolated community. The nearest town, Yanglin, was twelve 
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miles away. The people who lived there were not allowed near the 
factory. 

Life here was highly regulated, like my boarding school in the Big 
Courtyard. Every daily activity—getting up, breakfast, lunch, after- 
noon political study, dinner—was announced by a military bugle blar- 
ing over the loudspeakers at precisely the same times. At six-thirty every 
morning, I shuddered when the first blast of the bugle broke through the 
window and rudely awakened me, reminding me of the dreaded rapping 
of Uncle Cricket. As in the countryside, I dared not be tardy. Throwing 
on my jacket, I would hurry out of the room to one of the three identical 
gigantic white public dining halls at the center of the residential com- 
pound. Like a Roman pantheon, each dining hall had a row of tall doors 
on three sides. The rush was necessary: not only were the queues to the 
food windows long, but it was necessary to go through three lines for a 
typical meal, steamed bread being bought at one window, the vegetable 
dish at another, and the porridge or soup at still another. Ona good day it 
took about twenty minutes to buy anything remotely like a decent meal. 

The dining halls also served as auditoriums for political rallies and fu- 
neral services. That was one of the reasons that I hated eating meals in 
the halls. Amid the aroma of boiled vegetables and corn bread, there was 
always an alien smell in the air, the smell of death. By the third year of 
my apprenticeship, I had attended six funeral services in the dining hall 
where I ate, services for people who had eaten meals with me and died 
prematurely. There was something cryptic, almost sinister, about this 
place that seemed to drive people out of their minds and to their graves. 

The first mysterious death that I witnessed occurred during an after- 
noon nap, just a few months after I began my apprenticeship. 

When I came back from a late lunch that afternoon, the dormitory 
was very quiet and everybody was asleep. Cha Nong, a young man of 
twenty-six who occupied the lower bunk bed opposite mine, was lying 
on his side, already asleep. A slender and good-looking young man with 
large slanting eyes and a quiet voice, he was the center of many young fe- 
male workers’ attention. A few weeks earlier, he had become engaged to 
the best-looking girl in the workshop. He was a skilled worker, a gradu- 
ate from a school of aviation mechanics. Everybody, especially young 
men like me, admired and envied him for his skills and his success with 
women. 

I climbed onto my bed quietly and closed my eyes. Scarcely ten min- 
utes later, however, I was started from my sleep by the sound of loud and 
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very hurried steps in the hall and a voice yelling out: “Someone jumped 
off the roof!” 

Together with many people in their shorts, I rushed down to the 
ground behind the building to see what was the matter. And I will never 
forget what I saw: my roommate, Cha Nong, was lying on his back, his 
face liverish-purple, his eyes wide open, staring at the bright sun with- 
out care. Even though there was little blood on his face, his body looked 
just as grotesque and frightening as that of General Hei in the Big 
Courtyard. One of his legs was twisted under his body, while the other 
twitched in irregular spasms. There was a faint, low gurgling sound bub- 
bling away in his throat. Three or four other people were standing over 
him; they were debating whether to lift him up or call an ambulance. 
Time seemed suspended there and each minute stretched on and on and 
on. Finally, we lifted him up and carried him to the hospital, which was 
just three or four blocks away. 

The official cause of death was insanity. His fiancée wept for weeks. 
But the question has puzzled me ever since: Why did he jump off the 
roof on such a beautiful afternoon, when such a beautiful girl was wait- 
ing to marry him? 

Cha Nong’s death was the first of many enigmatic deaths that had oc- 
curred in the factory. Three weeks after his death, a security guard blew 
his brains out with a service revolver. A month and a half later, on a Sun- 
day afternoon, a twenty-seven-year-old woman from the No. 11 Work- 
shop lay down on the tracks in front of an oncoming train just outside of 
the factory wall. In September, just before the National Day, a man in his 
forties, a Party member in the No. 3 Workshop, jumped off the crane he 
operated right after his shift was over, leaving behind a wife and two in- 
fants. There seemed no pattern to the deaths. The suicides seemed un- 
related, but their rate was so alarming that the Central Committee of 
the Communist Party in Beijing ordered an investigation. The three- 
member team, headed by none other than the Great Leader’s nephew, 
spent six months at the factory, but left quietly without issuing a public 
report. During those six months, they themselves witnessed two more 
suicides. After they left, the suicide rate picked up again, as if to make up 
for lost time. Within two weeks, a young apprentice from the No. 17 
Workshop slashed her wrists in a restroom but was rescued by her co- 
workers. A little more than a week later a veteran cook of twenty years 
hung himself in the kitchen of the No. 2 dining hall while alone on the 
night shift. 


To ward off the new wave of mysterious deaths, the Party Committee 
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launched a massive political campaign, which required an additional 
hour of political study after work. As a result, after eight hours of work, 
we had to spend one more hour studying the Great Leader’s words on 
selflessly serving the cause of communism. But despite the educational 
programs and precautions taken by the authorities, workers still found 
reasons for killing themselves and the means to do so. The suicides con- 
tinued at the rate of one or two a month. Once, when a month and a half 
went by without a death, the factory Party secretary, Comrade Thus— 
he had a penchant for sprinkling the word thus in original and unex- 
pected places throughout his sentences—jubilantly declared at the next 
mass rally: “ Thus, our new educational program has heightened the rev- 
olutionary consciousness of the factory and thus has achieved significant 
results. We have thus beaten the bourgeois ghost of escaping to another 
world.” But in the week following his speech, two people killed them- 
selves. A thirty-four-year-old welder from the No. 14 Workshop, where 
jet engine parts were electroplated, filled a ladle with the cyanide solu- 
tion used in electroplating, walked to the gate of the workshop, smiled 
to a horrified crowd of workers who were leaving for lunch, and drank 
the fluid. He staggered a few steps and, like an electroplated sheet of 
metal, stiffly fell to the ground. Three days later, a thirty-nine-year-old 
electrician from the No. 1 Workshop walked into a restricted area con- 
taining 6000-volt transformers and threw himself on the naked wires 
before his fellow workers could cut the current. He was incinerated in- 
stantly. 

My fear of the white factory had increased steadily with each new 
death. By the end of my third year, when I finished my apprenticeship, 
the number of deaths stood at thirty-seven. 

But apart from Cha Nong’s death, all the other suicides were some- 
what remote. They were not people I knew personally. The scenes of 
death were always cleaned up quietly, quickly, and thoroughly, so that 
no traces remained. Comrade Thus had made it very clear that peo- 
ple who spread “rumors” about suicides would be severely punished. 
Deaths resulting from suicide were never publicly announced; word 
was spread sotto voce, and quickly and secretly: “Another one, from the 
No. 6 Workshop, cut his wrists in the toilet room last night.” That would 
be the extent of the information anyone dared communicate. No one 
said anything but we knew that few of the sudden deaths were from 
heart attacks, which was often the official cause of death. 

Besides the suicides, there were also odd illnesses in the factory that 
further increased my fear of the place. There was, for example, the rac- 
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ing heart syndrome. Within a period of three months, a large number of 
healthy young men suddenly developed the illness. With a resting heart 
rate of one hundred or more beats per minute, many had to be hospital- 
ized. At one point, the heart problem was so bad that nearly half of the 
workers at the testing bay were afflicted. In the winter of 1975, when 
thirty-three of the sixty-four workers at the testing bay were sick, Com- 
rade Thus announced that he was launching a factory-wide emergency 
campaign to recruit new workers for the testing bay. Because workers at 
the testing bay had shorter working hours—six hours a day, with three 
shifts doing duty each day—and also were allotted extra cooking oil and 
larger rations of grain, there was no shortage of volunteers. 

Then, just when the heart problem seemed to have subsided and new 
recruits had breathed fresh life into the place, there came another strange 
epidemic: facial paralysis. Like a contagious disease, within a week, as 
many as a dozen young workers woke up to find half of their faces 
“gone,” without sensation and no longer capable of moving. Giant Wu, 
a hulky basketball player on the factory team, appeared one morning at 
the door of my room. The left side of his face was covered with a dark 
purplish jam-like stuff. 

“Dont laugh at me,” he said, trying to smile. The corner of the right 
side of his mouth lifted up and his right eye narrowed as his facial mus- 
cles tried to present the smile. But the left side of the face did not move. 
His left eye was still wide open, staring at me. The left side of his mouth 
was drooped, half open. I could hardly suppress a smile, although I tried 
to pretend that I did not notice anything unusual. 

“That's eel’s blood,” he explained, pointing to the purple jelly on the 
left-hand side of his face. “I was told it’s the best remedy for facial stroke. 
I woke up with half of my face frozen two days ago. Just like that. It must 
have been the cold draft in my room during the night that caused it. I 
have tried everything since then—dung beetle jam with honey, electri- 
cal acupuncture, dog blood, you name it. Ifyou know any folk remedies, 
be sure to let me know. I'll try anything. I am only twenty-four, and if I 
don’t cure this I won't be able to find a wife, and my mother will go 
crazy.” 

Fortunately, most of the cases of facial paralysis were temporary and 
disappeared within a few months. Since no one was dying, there was no 
official investigation to determine the cause of either epidemic. 

In fact, no one talked about them openly. But in private, there was 
plenty of talk about these uncanny phenomena. In groups of three or 
four, over lunch breaks, people speculated in hushed tones that there 
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must be some bad feng shui, or evil spirits, at the factory. Some people 
even took surreptitious action to protect themselves. For example, after 
the outbreak of the heart problems Master Pan, who was a secret believer 
in feng shui, burned a tiny evil man made of wheat flour along with a 
bundle of incense in the office in order to drive away the evil spirit. 
When facial paralysis hit, he killed a frog and splashed its blood on the 
beam above the door of his office. The next day, he and Bean Sprout and 
Little Lenin and I all walked through the beam solemnly, to receive the 
protection of the blood. Of course we did not talk about such things 
publicly, even though everybody, including Party members like Master 
Deng, knew his purpose and was even eager to stand under the blood- 
stained beam, hoping the protection would rub off on him, too. 

By the end of the first year, I had realized that by escaping the village 
of Big Porcupine I had stepped into an even more sinister and dangerous 
trap. I never found out what caused the suicides and strange illnesses at 
the factory. Were they caused by the heavy metals used in the factory, or 
by the polluted groundwater, or by the tension of an isolated military 
life? I never knew, but I did know that I had to get out of there as soon as 
I could. 


19 The Year with Two Augusts 


New Years Day 1976 was bitterly cold. The sky was gray and a strong 
northeast wind howled all day. A mighty Siberian storm had crossed the 
border and swept southward, freezing and paralyzing much of China, 
marking the beginning of a year that would bring the country unprece- 
dented natural and political disasters and bring me the most terrible 
grief of my life. 

Long before New Years Day, Master Pan had informed us that 1976 
would be a year of trouble, for it was a leap year with thirteen months on 
the Chinese lunar calendar. Worse still, the intercalary month fell to Au- 
gust, so there were two Augusts. For the superstitious Chinese, two Au- 
gusts is the most ominous celestial combination and will always bring 
misery to mankind. Master Pan, who had an extensive knowledge of the 
folk “yellow calendar,” had told us to lay low in the coming year. “Stay 
away from this place if you can,” he said. “Look out for trouble and take 
cover next year. It’s going to be a bad year.” I did not pay much attention 
to him. I was brought up by Marxist atheists and was taught not to be- 
lieve any superstitions. Li Ling, however, heeded Master Pan’s warning 
and took a leave of absence; she stayed in Beijing for nearly six months. 
She used the pretense that her back injuries had flared up again and she 
needed to go home to have them treated. 

But true to Master Pan's prediction, three major natural disasters—all 
of epic proportions—hit China that year. All three occurred during the 
two Augusts. On the first August 9 (of the Yellow Calendar)—July 28 
on the Gregorian calendar—the worst earthquake in two centuries hit 
Tangshan, a coastal city one hundred miles north of Beijing, killing 
225 thousand and wounding 500 thousand. Eleven days after the Great 
Tangshan Earthquake, on August 20, the main dam at the Madian Res- 
ervoir—the largest reservoir on the Yellow River—collapsed during a 
torrential rain, and in less than three hours the deluge swallowed Madian 
and its surrounding villages, drowning thousands of people. 
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“Well, this is not over yet,” Master Pan said gravely during a lunch 
break. “When there is a flood in the North, there will be a drought in the 
South.” And he was right. That summer, the worst drought in a century 
hit most of southeastern provinces in China. Hundreds of thousands of 
people starved to death. 

But the horrid natural disasters were only half of what would befall 
the nation. The political disasters of that year shook China even more. 
The country had just emerged from the political turmoil of the Cultural 
Revolution, and we had finally started to feel a sense of normalcy re- 
turning. But then came the political earthquakes: the deaths of the Big 
Three. On January 8 Premier Zhou Enlai died of bladder cancer. His 
death shocked the nation, for he was considered a political moderate, 
an essential mediator between different political factions. His death 
brought fears of a return to massive political unrest. In July our fears 
were deepened by the death of another political moderate, Marshal Zhu 
De, vice chairman of the Communist Party. 

The final political earthquake that overshadowed all the disasters of 
that year occurred on September 9. Chairman Mao, the Great Leader 
himself, died. We at the East Wind Aircraft Factory were shocked and 
dazed when we heard the special news bulletin on the loudspeakers at 
4 P.M. After so many years of shouting “Long Live Chairman Mao,” I 
thought the saint would live forever. Like a colony of ants that had sud- 
denly lost its queen, people scurried in all directions, as if their lives had 
lost all meaning. 

For me, the national disasters were not the end of the troubles brought 
by the double Augusts. There was still one more horror to test my already 
wrecked nerves. In the week following the Great Leader’s death, the East 
Wind Aircraft Factory was a terribly gloomy place. There was no popu- 
lar music, no entertainment of any kind, no laughs. The loudspeakers 
incessantly blasted the music played at the Great Leader’s funeral. We 
spoke to each other in low, hushed tones, as if we were afraid of be- 
ing accused of irreverence. The whole factory campus was like a ghost 
town. After Friday evening’s political seminar (the day was marked “DO 
NOT GO OUTDOORS?” on Master Pan’s Yellow Calendar), I walked 
through the quiet streets back to my dorm. The sky was dark, and it was 
about to rain. Except for the occasional slight tremors caused by the roar 
of the jet engines at the testing bay, the air was stagnant and dead. I 
slowly dragged my tired legs up the stairs to the third floor as several peo- 
ple wandered down to the dining hall. They all looked at the ground as 
they passed, trying to avoid eye contact and conversation. There was a 
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bleak chilliness in the hall on the third floor, and in the darkness my 
steps sounded hollow on the thin concrete-slab floor. I stepped to the 
door and fumbled for the key in my pants pocket, and I discovered that 
the door was unlocked. I nudged it slightly and a shaft of faint bluish- 
gray light slid out of the opening and then shot to the opposite wall of 
the corridor. 

For a moment, standing in the doorway and pocketing my keys, I was 
not sure what I was seeing on the window. It looked like the blurred 
silhouette of a gigantic bat. I took two steps into the room, and then 
dropped my bag and froze. A man was hanging from the window frame! 
It was Bean Sprout! A thin electrical wire, almost invisible at first, cut 
deeply into his neck. It was tied to a nail on top of the wooden window 
frame. On the floor, there was an overturned stool and, scattered around 
it, dozens of playing cards. Bean Sprout’s eyes squinted, almost smiled 
at me, as if he were about to tell me one of his dirty jokes. I was too 
shocked to scream or cry the way people often do in such situations. My 
emotions couldn't change gears that quickly. Instead, I rushed forward 
and wrapped my arms around Bean Sprout’s legs, trying to raise him up 
to relieve the pressure on his neck. His body was heavy and rigid, and his 
pants were cold and wet. Realizing that I could not get the electrical cord 
off the hook, I tried to catch the overturned stool with the top of my right 
foot so that I could stand on it and untie the wire. But the stool was out 
of reach. Holding the stiff legs of Bean Sprout, afraid that I might do 
more damage if I let go, I finally found my voice when I heard some peo- 
ple passing by in the corridor. 

“HELP! SOMEBODY HELP ME! BEAN SPROUT HUNG...” 
My voice cracked as I choked back tears. In the blurred darkness, several 
shadowy figures rushed in and grabbed his legs and raised them up; an- 
other climbed up the windowsill. 

“What the hell is going on? I just saw him ten minutes ago in the din- 
ing hall!” A man said, panting heavily. 

“He cant have been up there very long. Did he urinate?” another 
asked. 

“I don't see any on the ground. There’s still hope.” The body was cut 
down and laid on the floor. A person straddled Bean Sprout, sitting on 
his stomach, and started pounding on his chest. 

“Did anyone run to the hospital for an ambulance yet?” asked a voice, 
which I recognized as Giant Wu's. The factory hospital was four blocks 
away, and we had no telephone in the dorm building. “I'll go,” I said and 
ran as fast as I could to the hospital. 
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I do not remember much of what happened after that. The ambulance 
took Bean Sprout to the emergency room and we learned that he was 
still alive. 

I visited Bean Sprout the next day with Master Pan in the emergency 
room. Bean Sprout was breathing heavily with the aid of a respirator, and 
his face and naked body were covered with white and brown plastic tubes 
connected to various machines by his bed. We quietly stood at the door, 
looking at the two large, almost black, bony feet stretched out toward us. 
That was the last I ever saw of Bean Sprout. Later that day, Master Pan, 
Little Lenin, and I caught a ride on an army truck to another hospital 
forty miles away to bring back five tanks of oxygen for Bean Sprout. The 
fresh oxygen kept him breathing for another day, but he died on the 
third day. 

I never found out why Bean Sprout killed himself. He had been 
plagued by chronic liver disease and a strained family life—his wife and 
children lived in his native village forty miles away, and he could see 
them only on weekends. But somehow I don’t believe these are the rea- 
sons that drove him to his death. 

The funeral was held two days later in the dining hall where Bean 
Sprout and I used to eat our meals together. It was the saddest of all the 
funerals that I had attended in that dining hall. All three hundred work- 
ers from the No. 8 Workshop attended. “The Painter,” the factory’s self- 
taught unofficial artist, drew a large portrait of Bean Sprout from a one- 
inch black-and-white photo, and it was hung on one of the dining hall 
windows. Several wreaths were placed on either side of the picture. In the 
front row, facing the picture, stood Bean Sprout’s four children and his 
wife. They had been transported to the factory by military truck. On 
their arms they wore a black silk band bearing the large white character 
Xiao, or “Mourning.” Behind them we stood in neat columns, dressed in 
our white work uniforms. On each person's breast was a single white pa- 
per flower. 

The funeral was brief. Following a short moment of silence and fu- 
neral music played on an old gramophone, Red Calf, the Party secretary, 
delivered a standard revolutionary eulogy, as was required at revolution- 
ary funerals. On this occasion, however, the Party secretary struggled to 
find the right words to praise Bean Sprout for serving the Party well even 
though he committed suicide, which was considered a treacherous act by 
the Party. Following the short eulogy was the final item: everybody walk- 
ing past and bowing to the picture of the deceased. The funeral would 
have concluded here in the unemotional and matter-of-fact way that so 
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many Chinese funerals do, but for a sudden, bestial howl from the dark- 
faced woman in the front row. The woman had not cried or made a 
sound throughout the ceremony. The shriek that startled everyone was 
nota tearful paroxysm of grief from a mourning wife, but a sharp men- 
acing wail from a wounded she-wolf preparing to launch a final desper- 
ate attack. The violent, wild ululation seemed to hiss through the air like 
a serpent looking for an adversary to strike. The single-file procession 
that was just beginning to pass Bean Sprout’s portrait stopped in its 
tracks, and before anyone of us fully realized the source of the chilling 
howl, the small figure in the front row shot forward and clamped a pair 
of powerful peasant hands around Red Calf’s throat. The Party secretary 
fell backward to the ground, knocking over the small table with the 
gramophone. A second later, the orderly funeral was in total chaos. We 
rushed forward from several directions to save the secretary. Someone 
fell and was trampled, but his anguished cry only seemed a sad, weak 
commentary on the woman’s wail and animal vitality. A few others 
grunted in anger. Like the jaws of a ravenous snapping turtle, the pair of 
black hands that held the secretary’s throat refused to open. For what 
seemed like minutes, no one could dislodge her. Finally, Giant Wu hit 
the woman on the head with a wooden board, and her face dimmed and 
then blacked out altogether as she slumped to the ground. The funeral 
thus ended abruptly. Several of us dragged the powerful peasant woman 
out of the room, and others carried away the broken gramophone and 
the half-strangled secretary. 

In the next few days, from early morning till dusk, the little dark 
woman planted herself in front of our dormitory where her husband 
used to live. Pacing back and forth, pointing a dark finger at the window 
from which Bean Sprout hung himself, she cursed, croaked, and bel- 
lowed. No one could understand what she was saying, in part because 
she was cursing in her peasant dialect. At first, she seemed to be cursing 
Red Calf, but then she started to curse the building, the window, the 
sidewalk, and eventually everyone who passed by. Master Pan, Little Le- 
nin, and I tried to persuade her to go home, but we soon retreated when 
we found ourselves the target of her venom. After three days, few people 
paid much attention when they passed her on the way to work. The 
woman continued to sit below Bean Sprout’s window and erupt into 
angry outbursts every once in a while. Some children then noticed her 
and began to taunt her, as if provoking a chained dog. When the woman 
sat down, taking a break from cursing the third-floor window, the chil- 
dren would inch forward to imitate her, pointing a finger at the window 
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and skittering back and forth, chanting: “Shoe Awl, Shoe Awl, Howl like 
a Barn Owl!” Like a tired but defiant old dog, the angular little woman 
would be energized by their taunts and would jump up, point her 
crooked finger at the children and curse them. They would then disperse 
with laughter, ready to start the game all over again in a few minutes. 

I felt sorry for the woman but could do nothing to help her. I do not 
know where the woman stayed at night, where her children went, or if 
she ate anything during those days. I lost count of how many days she 
battled the factory children and cursed the window. But one morning 
when I went out of the dorm, she was no longer by the curb. Bean Sprout 
had no life insurance or pension, despite the fact that he had worked for 
the state for twenty-six years. It was rumored that the factory paid her 
250 yuan to go home. 

After listening to Bean Sprout laugh, tell dirty jokes, crawl under the 
card table, and argue with everyone for three years, I was hit especially 
hard by his sudden death. The winter that followed Bean Sprout’s death 
came early and seemed particularly harsh. In mid-December 1976 the 
temperature plummeted to fifteen degrees below zero. So cold was our 
unheated dormitory room that in the mornings my wet towels were fro- 
zen into solid sheets, strong and stiff. 

For months following Bean Sprout’s death, I was anxious and restless. 
The anxiety was indescribable, vague but lodged deep in my heart. It was 
not a fear of Bean Sprout’s ghost; I was an atheist and did not believe in 
ghosts. It came only at night, like the misty, cold draft that forced its way 
through the cracks of the window and wrapped itself slowly around my 
body, seeping into my pores and numbing my limbs. 

It was in those nights that I started to have dreams of flying away, of 
silently propelling myself through the air, swimming like a frog. After I 
had had several of these dreams, my breaststroke seemed to improve 
steadily and I flew father and faster in each successive dream. Several 
times, I flew so high and so far that I felt certain that I had finally escaped 
my dark fear and it would never touch me again. But at the end of each 
dream, I would find that I had gone nowhere— just like the monkey who 
could travel ten thousand miles in a single somersault, but always found 
himself merely bouncing stupidly and comically in the infinite hand of 


the Buddha. 


20 “The Goal: Join the Party” 


To keep my mind from thoughts of Bean Sprout and the terrible dreams, 
I studied even harder, spending all my spare time on books. I made good 
progress when I completed my apprenticeship at the end of the third 
year: I had mastered high school mathematics and physics and had even 
gone on to study calculus and differential equations. But still I did not 
know how I would ever use the theoretical knowledge I acquired. Nor 
did I have any idea how Newton's laws and differential equations would 
help me escape the dreaded factory and get me into college. As far as I 
could see, thirty years from now I would still be working at the testing 
bay and hearing the roaring engines if I did not find another way out. 

A few weeks after Bean Sprout’s funeral, I received two letters that 
suddenly pointed a way out for me. The first letter was from Smoking 
Devil, from whom I had not heard for more than a year. After talking 
happily about his two girls and his wife, he revealed his strategy to better 
himself in the communist society. “You will be surprised to hear this,” he 
wrote. “I have just joined the Communist Party! I have figured out that 
joining the Party is the best way to advance in one’s career in China. ... 
Have you thought of joining the Party? You should.” 

The second letter was from Baby Dragon, my fellow Red Guard of the 
Great Wall Fighting Team, who had joined the army. Strangely, in his 
letter he took the same attitude as Smoking Devil toward joining the 
Party. After four years in the service, Baby Dragon had advanced sig- 
nificantly in his career. He, too, had joined the Communist Party and 
had risen to the rank of an officer. Because of his Party membership, he 
had been chosen to be among the first “new students” to enroll in the 
army's Infantry College, which had just been reopened together with 
many civilian colleges as part of the Communist Party’s new educational 
reform. The “new reform” mandated that all colleges must recruit stu- 
dents based on their political loyalty to the Party. 

Both Smoking Devil and Baby Dragon were right, I thought. Party 
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membership was a way for me to fulfill my dreams of going to college 
and escaping the factory. Not long after I received these letters, the East 
Wind Aircraft Factory announced that it too would soon select a few 
Party members to study at Nanjing College of Aeronautics. It was a 
chance I could not afford to miss. 

“A sacrifice I must make—THE GOAL: JOIN THE PARTY”—I 
entered the elliptic command in my secret diary, which I had been keep- 
ing for some time. I used only elliptical phrases and cryptic symbols to 
remind myself of my decisions. The decision meant that I would have to 
sacrifice my academic studies and to devote my time to political activi- 
ties, activities that I had always loathed. I hated those vulgar and hypo- 
critical Communist Party officials, but I now must work to win their fa- 
vor, just as I had with Uncle Cricket. As with my studies, I devised a plan 
and immediately began to execute the plan. 

As a first step in my campaign to join the Party, I started a second di- 
ary, an “open” diary that I would deliberately leave in places where it 
would be easily discovered. It was full of revolutionary thoughts and 
praise for the Party. Years of exposure to communist propaganda made 
writing such a diary much easier than working out calculus problems. 
Before long, I filled three volumes, which I was careful to wrap with 
bright red plastic covers. I was also careful to leave my bright Red diaries 
carelessly—but not too carelessly—on my office desk and on my bed, 
and I noticed that Master Deng occasionally glanced at them. Not long 
after I planted my diaries in strategic places, Master Deng took me aside 
during a lunch break. 

“We are impressed by the thoughts expressed in your diaries,” he said, 
unabashedly admitting that he had read them. “The Party needs young 
people like you, people who have both technical skills and a Red heart.” 

He took a long sip from his large teacup, letting the water roll around 
in his mouth noisily from side to side, and sighed with happiness as the 
aroma soothed his body. For Master Deng, the monstrous teacup was as 
good as an opium pipe. Turning to me again, he confirmed as much: 
“Having a pot of tea after a meal makes one happier than alittle Buddha. 
Either Confucius or Mencius said that. Anyway, to get back to your di- 
ary, you should get closer to the Party, talk more with Party members, do 
more volunteer work for the Party. I have reported your political progress 
to the Party secretary and he will speak to you soon.” 

The meeting with Red Calf, the Party secretary, took place two days 
later and gave me much hope. “We are pleased with your desire to join 
the Communist Party,” said Red Calf, “and I want to personally invite 
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you to join the Communist Youth League, which is the first step toward 
Party membership. There you will have a chance to demonstrate your 
determination to serve the cause of communism. These days, young 
people’s enthusiasm for communism has been declining and we need 
people like you to re-energize them. We are glad that you are following 
in the footsteps of your parents.” Of course, the secretary knew from my 
personal file that both my parents were longtime Party members. 

I nodded eagerly and piously, like a little monk listening to a lecture 
by Buddha himself. I took note of everything that Red Calf said. “I will 
do the best I can to serve the Party,” I said. 

A month after my talk with Red Calf, I was admitted to the Commu- 
nist Youth League, and I devoted even more time and energy to making 
a good impression on the Party secretary. On my office desk, I kept an 
impressive pile of books by Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Chairman Mao, 
and I studied them during breaks for the show. Every Tuesday night, I 
led a study group that discussed dialectical materialism, historical mate- 
rialism, and the theory of class struggle. At the daily political seminars, 
I aided Master Deng by reading the editorials in the Peoples Daily and 
quotations from the Great Leader’s Little Red Book. On the bulletin 
board at the entrance of the testing bay, I wrote a weekly column about 
good deeds performed by Communist youths the previous week. And at 
the workshop’s political rallies, I sat conspicuously in the front row and 
enthusiastically shouted slogans. 

Once again, my efforts soon paid off. I was appointed Deputy Secre- 
tary of the Youth League in February; not long after that, I was made 
commander of the Young Militia of the workshop. Besides the lectures 
and study groups, I also organized “extra contribution days,” when we 
Communist Youths volunteered to put in a day’s work without pay. 
Finally, with the help and encouragement of Master Deng and Red 
Calf, I submitted a lengthy application to the Communist Party. Every- 
thing seemed to be on track. Upon receiving the application, Master 
Deng smiled broadly and promised that he would personally sponsor my 
membership at the next Party meeting. During a weekly political rally, 
Red Calf praised me and my work in the Communist Youth League, and 
my heart leapt with joy when the Party secretary added, “The next time 
we choose someone to go to college, we will first consider revolutionary 
youths like Fan Shen.” 

Becoming a Party member, however, was a slow process. A person had 
to pass many tests to prove his loyalty to the Party. One of the last tests 
was regular confessional meetings with an appointed Party mentor. The 
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applicant must confess all his past sins and un-revolutionary thoughts 
and seek guidance from the mentor. When the mentor felt that the appli- 
cant was ready, he would make a formal recommendation to the general 
assembly of the Party and a vote would be taken. It was here that I unex- 
pectedly stumbled and ruined my chance to join the Party and go to 
college. 

The Party mentor that Red Calf appointed for me was Master Zhu, 
whom the young people in the workshop called “Combat Zhu,” both for 
his long service in the army and for the cigarettes he smoked—Combats, 
the cheapest brand on the market, priced at just nine cents a pack. He 
was the only one I knew who smoked the brand. An old bachelor, about 
fifty, bald and barely literate, he slurred his words and was sometimes 
hard to understand. Listening to his gibberish was pure torture for me. 
But Combat Zhu took his job seriously and insisted on meeting me 
twice a week to hear my confessions and to discuss my political progress. 
During those tedious counseling sessions—called “heart-to-heart” con- 
versations—I would nod from time to time, staring fixedly at old Com- 
bat Zhu puffing away on his cheap cigarettes. Combat Zhu did not speak 
much because he obviously disliked doing so, but there was no doubt 
that he enjoyed lighting up cigarette after cigarette as I sat by his side. 

One day after work, we sat down on one of the benches arranged in a 
circle in the bushes outside the workshop, and Combat Zhu offered me 
a cigarette, which I politely declined. After finishing a second cigarette, 
he started to grind out—slowly—the story of his life. He told me how 
hard life was in his native village, how he left the child bride whom his 
parents had chosen for him when he was eleven and she was thirteen, and 
how he still supported her financially, for he did not want to disappoint 
his parents by divorcing her. That was why he was so poor and had to 
smoke the cheapest cigarettes. He asked me whether I had a girlfriend. I 
shook my head. 

“Good. Don't have a girlfriend at your age,” he said. His eyes had a pe- 
culiar look to them as he glanced at me and said this. Then he drew a 
fresh cigarette from the pack and tossed the pack on the bench. “The 
Party has taught us that young people at your age are like the sun at 
8 a.M. You have the whole future in front of you and you should con- 
centrate on improving yourself and on serving the Party’s causes. Girl- 
friends are too distracting. You are only twenty-three. It’s a bourgeois 
thing to think of women at your age.” 

I smiled and nodded innocuously. 

“It is good that a young man like you is concentrating on joining the 
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Party,” he continued. Out came the words one by one, as if he were pain- 
stakingly picking them out from between his yellow teeth with a tooth- 
pick. “Women are not good for a career. If you want to succeed, you 
must avoid women and get closer to the Party members.” 

While emphatically and respectfully nodding at the old bachelor, I 
thought to myself that if I could, I would rather give up my career and 
have a lovely girl. I remembered how during those long nights of solitary 
study I fantasized about touching the pretty hand of the new secretary at 
the workshop and telling her my grand ambitions, and then sweetly, my 
mind drifted off to Li Ling and the time when we sat—so close that our 
thighs touched—in her secluded alcove looking at her stamps. I could 
still feel that gentle touch. 

“When it comes down to it, you can only trust men,” Combat Zhu 
said, smiling but very serious. He stared at his greasy homemade shoes as 
he drawled, “When I was young, my cousin and I used to play this game 
of pulling carrots.” An odd grin appeared on his face. 

“Pull . . . Pulling carrots? What’s that?” I asked absentmindedly, still 
thinking of Li Ling. 

“This,” Combat Zhu said, laying his hand suddenly on my crotch and 
pulling at it. 

As Combat Zhu leaned sideways toward me, the strong smell of cheap 
tobacco hit my nostrils and then slunk down my body like a slippery yel- 
lowish eel. I jerked backward convulsively, not so much because of the 
groping hand as because of the smothering stench. Combat Zhu imme- 
diately withdrew his hand. I was confused, but it was not my nature to 
have an outburst of anger. Not wanting to offend him, I smiled awk- 
wardly and mumbled, “That... That’s a funny game.” 

“The game is to pull each other there,” he said, pointing to my groin, 
“and to see who can get the white juice out first. Do you want to try 
it?” Combat Zhu sidled over toward me, as if he were about to grab my 
groin again. 

“No, no, no, Master Zhu.” I abruptly stood up and backed toward the 
gap between the benches. “I, I need to go the restroom now.” I was afraid 
and repelled. The nearness of Combat Zhu’s heinous face and disgusting 
tobacco stench threw me into a panic. I stumbled backward and fled, 
and I did not come back to the session. 

Although I did not report the incident to anyone, I refused to have any 
more “heart-to-heart” confessionals with Combat Zhu. What kind of 
reports he sent to the Party’s general assembly I do not know, but my ap- 
plication was rejected at the next Party meeting and Red Calf told me 
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politely that I needed more time to develop my loyalty to the Party. “But 
don't be discouraged. The door of the Party is always open. Do keep try- 
ing,” he encouraged me. 

I was desperate enough to believe him. I sent in application after appli- 
cation, one every two weeks, to show my enthusiasm for the Party and 
determination to join it. But the Party’s door was still closed to me. 

That summer, the Party committee chose a young Party member 
from my workshop who had never finished eighth grade to attend Nan- 
jing College of Aeronautics, the college I had dreamed of attending. My 
hopes were crushed. Although I dared not show it, I hated this system of 
selecting college students, and hated myself for wasting so much time 
writing stupid applications to join the Party. 

While I was busy composing increasingly elaborate and glowing ap- 
plications to the Party, a group of college students from Nanjing College 
of Aeronautics came to the East Wind Aircraft Factory for their intern- 
ship training. They were the first group of college students selected by 
the Party from workers, peasants, and soldiers. Every evening when I left 
the workshop, I would watch them with envy as they played volleyball or 
sat in small groups studying. Young men and young women my own age 
who sang and played and laughed! And they laughed so differently from 
the workers in the factory! They did not know about the suicides and the 
strange illnesses. The aircraft factory was a fun place for them, a kind of 
interesting vacation. When they finished their two-month internships, 
they would leave the factory and go back to college, back to their studies. 
When they walked into the workshop, everyone's eyes followed them. 
They were the chosen ones, the ones the Party trusted. 

What could I do to gain the Party’s trust? How did they gain the con- 
fidence of the Party? How did they please people like Master Deng, Red 
Calf, and Combat Zhu? I thought often these questions and sometimes 
even seriously contemplated going back to Combat Zhu and playing 
“pulling carrots.” Those were the most desperate moments of my life. A 
few months later, I was relieved when the odious option was taken away 
from me. 

One day, the whole factory was shocked by the news that Combat 
Zhu had been secretly arrested. Red Calf announced to the assembly of 
the workshop that Combat Zhu, a corrupt enemy hidden in our factory 
for many years, had been expelled from the Party and fired from the fac- 
tory. The exact nature of his crime was not stated, or even hinted at. 
Rumor had it that he was charged with the strange crime of “sperm rob- 
bery,” a crime no one had heard of before. Later we learned that two thir- 
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teen-year-old boys had told the authorities that he had “robbed” them, 
promising them candy in exchange for their sperm, which he said was 
used for curing an illness he had. But he was late in his candy payment 
and the boys told their mothers. He was sentenced to five years of hard 
labor. 

The arrest of Combat Zhu marked the end of my efforts to join the 
Party and I was left where I began: searching for a way to go to college 
and to escape the dreaded factory. 


21 “Confession Is Death!” 


My failure to join the Party threw me into a depression that lasted several 
weeks. All those months of political activism, all those revolutionary 
diaries, the hundreds of pages of applications, the countless hours of 
torture at confessional meetings—all of it wasted. In those depressed 
weeks, the only book I could read was Stendhal’s The Red and the Black, 
and I read it over and over again. Each time I drew a few drops of 
strength from the story of Julien Sorel, the son of poor peasants, whose 
unwavering drive for success, determined pursuit of knowledge, and 
passionate audacity in love struck a chord in my heart. With the help of 
the book and the passage of time, I slowly regained my hope and resolve. 

I abandoned writing silly applications to join the Party and went back 
to my serious studies. Besides reading the philosophical books that I 
borrowed from Li Ling, I decided to begin studying English. I had a 
vague hope that the language might help me get into college someday. 
But just as I had when studying other subjects, I had trouble finding text- 
books. Most of the English books had been labeled imperialist books and 
burned by the Red Guards. I searched the factory bookstore and library 
and all I could find was a thin pamphlet that accompanied a new radio 
program called “English by Radio,” which was meant more for political 
indoctrination than for teaching English. It contained next to nothing 
except for some political slogans, such as “Long Live Chairman Mao!” 
and “Long Live the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution!” But I was 
not one to give up easily and on Sundays, I borrowed Master Pan’s bicy- 
cle and rode to the high schools in the surrounding area to search their li- 
braries. 

In my visit to a country high school one Sunday, I was very lucky to 
meet an English teacher who became my friend instantly and who lent 
me several precious English textbooks that he had kept hidden from the 
Red Guards. His name was Liu Gong, but I later jokingly referred to him 
as “Fountain Pen,” for he was so fond of fountain pens that he always had 
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four or five in his breast pocket, glittering from his chest like a row of 
medals. A college graduate and a real scholar, he was well versed not only 
in English but also in history, politics, and literature. In the course of a 
year, I went to Fountain Pen’s school nearly every Sunday to borrow 
books and to study English with him. But the real pleasure of seeing him 
was the talks we had after our lessons, during which we passionately de- 
bated about the future of China. 

From the very beginning, I loved the English language and I studied 
hard. In fact, I was so enthralled with memorizing English words in 
those days that I got myself into several accidents. One day, when I was 
reading flash cards while walking to the dining hall, I walked right into 
a large poplar tree and got myself a bump the size of a walnut on my fore- 
head—a badge of a budding scholar. Another time, I was riding a bike to 
see Fountain Pen and started thinking of the words I studied that day. All 
of a sudden my bike careened, seemingly of its own will, and shot into an 
irrigation ditch filled with manure. My only Sunday jacket was ruined. 
Fountain Pen jokingly said that this was God’s punishment for studying 
a forbidden language. Obviously the Party did not want me to study En- 
glish, the language of evil capitalist countries. And in China, the Party 
was God. 

Even though he said it in jest, we both knew that there was some truth 
to it. More than once I had grave doubts about what I was doing. Some- 
times books and learning seemed to me merely a grand mirage, a siren’s 
song. What was the use of studying English? What was the use of read- 
ing philosophy and novels? Could they ever change my fate without the 
blessing of the Party? Such moments of doubt, however, faded like the 
tails of fireflies the moment I walked out of the dormitory. Seeing the fa- 
miliar white dining halls where all the funerals were held, I would re- 
member Bean Sprout and all the other deaths, and I knew that I could 
not give up books: they were my only hope; perhaps they would someday 
help carry me away from the place. 

Little did I know that the first place where I would use “the idle books” 
was not college as I had imagined, but an even more dreadful place than 
the factory. There, the books, whose usefulness I once doubted, proved 
to be a lifesaver. 

I was arrested on the evening of August 15, 1977—the day of the Moon 
Festival. When I was led away by three plainclothes policemen in a dark 
green police jeep, I felt like I was in one of my dreams again, and half 
hoped that I would wake up to find it was just another nightmare. Even 
the pain in my arms and wrists felt unreal, since I had never been bound 
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before. An hour later we arrived at a dark building and a guard led me to 
the basement, where we walked through a long corridor of prison cells. 
Before he shoved me through a black iron door toward the end of the 
line, I looked up and was alarmed to notice the big white “No. 4” painted 
on the doorframe. It was a bad omen. Four is the most ominous number 
in Chinese: it has the same pronunciation as death. 

The heavy, rusty metal door clanged shut behind me and I realized 
this was not a dream. The air became immediately thicker, almost tangi- 
ble, with a sour decaying smell like that of spoiled food scraps. After 
my eyes grew more accustomed to the dim light, I stepped forward and 
looked around. The cell was a narrow single-person unit. On the floor, at 
the left end of the wall, was a bare wooden board serving as a bed. Barely 
two steps from the bed, in the right corner, was a wooden barrel with a 
hole in the cover, a toilet barrel like the ones I had seen in peasant homes. 
A nauseating stench surrounded the barrel, and a small army of large 
green-headed flies rested comfortably on the cover. 

Confused and tired, I collapsed on the hard board, but I could hardly 
sleep. My arms and wrists stabbed me with a numbing pain whenever I 
moved and I tried to shelter my face from the stench of the toilet barrel, 
but the almighty stink always found me within seconds of taking a new 
position. 

But I knew this was no time to dwell on such petty things as the terri- 
ble odor. I had to concentrate on more urgent problems. I did not know 
why I was arrested, but I knew I was in grave danger. Few people ever get 
out of a Chinese prison without losing at least a layer of skin. I tried to 
think of what I had done that prompted my arrest. Since the death of the 
Great Leader the previous year, police had been rounding up “crimi- 
nals,” from petty thieves to political dissidents, and punishment had 
been swift and severe, “to ensure the political stability of the country.” In 
the last two months at the East Wind Aircraft Factory, there had been 
two “public arrest rallies’ whose sole purpose was arresting and con- 
demning “criminals,” but I could hardly see any similarity between me 
and the people arrested at the rallies. The first rally was to arrest “The 
Painter,” the man who had painted Bean Sprout’s funeral portrait. He 
was a technician and an amateur artist who painted funeral portraits and 
taught a few private students in his spare time. His crime: “bourgeois 
corruption’—showing nude paintings to female students. 

A few weeks later came a second mass rally to arrest “Singer,” a worker 
in my workshop. Singer was a dark faced young man who always 
hummed while he worked. I considered him a friend. His arrest was a 
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shock to the whole factory. And the way he was arrested struck a deep 
fear in me. 

It was a rally designed to create fear. All the workers, more than five 
thousand, were assembled one afternoon in front of an open-air stage 
surrounded by the factory militia armed with semi-automatic rifles 
with shining bayonets. Hanging on two tall poles and spanning the en- 
tire stage was a long banner: “MASS MEETING TO ARREST AND 
CONDEMN CHILD CORRUPTOR JIN LI.” Jin Li was Singer's 
real name. 

As with many political rallies of the Cultural Revolution, the rally be- 
gan with the singing of the Great Leader’s song “Harden Our Hearts.” 
After the song, the head of security ordered to bring up the child cor- 
ruptor Jin Li. Then the loudspeakers, turned all the way up, violently 
jolted everyone with slogans. “DOWN WITH THE CHILD COR- 
RUPTOR JIN LI!” shouted a male announcer. “LENIENCY WITH 
CONFESSION! PUNISHMENT WITH RESISTANCE!” shouted 
a female announcer. “LONG LIVE THE PROLETARIAN DICTA- 
TORSHIP!” both announcers bellowed through the microphone to- 
gether. Singer was dragged onto the stage by two large policemen in 
green uniforms. The shouting of the slogans continued for another ten 
minutes. 

The booming slogans always had their intended effect. The voice 
sheared over our heads, making every one of us shrink a little, afraid to 
be taller than the rest. We were cowed into submission, if only by noise. 

My eyes were fixed on Singer’s face; I feared for my friend. This was 
not just a routine “struggle meeting.” The guns and bayonets foretold 
his fate. 

Looking at my friend’s face, I could see the fear he must be experienc- 
ing: the fear of total loneliness, of being completely forsaken, of being 
condemned by everyone he knew, spit upon and shunned by the entire 
society. Some of the militiamen holding shining new aK-47s were Sing- 
ers co-workers, and had played volleyball with him just two days before. 

The head of the Civil Militia announced Singer’s crime. The charges 
were two counts of child corruption: on two occasions he had taught sev- 
eral teenagers two songs that were “bourgeois,” one a love song from the 
pre-revolutionary era, and one a supposedly pornographic ballad. The 
charges were ridiculous, but they were high crimes at the moment. 

Next came the most dramatic part of the public arrests, a part that 
everybody was expecting: the ritualistic tying of the prisoner. A burly 
policeman came onstage with a thin, white nylon rope. While his two 
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colleagues stretched out Singer’s arms, he skillfully encircled the rope 
several times around each arm and pulled both arms tightly together be- 
hind the prisoner’s back. Then, with a sudden jerk, he lifted the prisoner 
by the rope, leaving his feet high above the ground, dangling in the air for 
a good ten seconds, and then dropped him. An agonized cry came from 
Singer. This was the modern Chinese art of tying a prisoner that every- 
body had whispered about. A public tying performance was just not 
good enough if the prisoner was not lifted and dumped. Hanging in the 
air, the weight of the prisoner helped tighten the rope, and forced it to cut 
deeply into the flesh. From Singer’s distorted face, no one could doubt 
that the pain was excruciating. And the message was communicated: 
everybody had been warned. 

I never saw Singer again. It was said that he was sentenced to six years 
of hard labor but died of acute hepatitis at a labor camp in the second 
year. 

Throughout the night, I contemplated my fate. Would I be arrested 
publicly like Singer? What was my crime? I'd never taught young people 
“anti-revolutionary songs” or showed people pictures of naked women. 
It was true that I still had the book with paintings of naked women, but 
it was securely wrapped and hidden in my bag and I had not touched it 
since I came to the factory. Did someone search my bag and find the 
book? 

Toward the morning, a sharp metallic noise woke me. Raising my 
head, I saw a dirty enamel plate slid through the hole at the bottom of the 
door and come to a stop not far from my head. The plate was practically 
a sheet of black metal, the white enamel having largely flaked off. On it 
were a small wotou—cone-shaped corn bread—and two ugly pieces of 
salted turnip that looked like dried goose droppings. Jammed between 
them was a cracked enamel cup filled with water. The flies immediately 
took notice and started circling the plate. 

Pushing myself up, I reached out for the food instinctively. I picked up 
the wotou, broke it into two, shoved half into my mouth, bit into it, and 
started chewing. The wotou was coarse and hard, and at least three days 
old, but it tasted good. I realized that I was very hungry because I did not 
have supper the night before. 

The wotou was small, not more than three or four mouthfuls, and was 
gone in less than a minute. I put a piece of the goose droppings in my 
mouth. It tasted bitter and mushy, and I washed it down with a mouth- 
ful of water. The food whetted my appetite and left me hungrier. My 
mind turned to the dinner that Little Lenin’s wife prepared the night be- 
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fore: stewed pork, stir-fried cabbage with bamboo shoots, and steamed 
white rice, all hot. It was a dinner to celebrate the August 15 Moon Festi- 
val, and I remembered how Master Pan and I, as guests of honor, were 
sitting down and Meatball was scooping rice into our bowls when the 
loud knock on the door came. I felt sorry for myself for missing the meal, 
and for Meatball, who had spent the whole day cooking. 

After the meager breakfast, I returned to my thoughts. I knew I would 
be interrogated soon. I had to think about what to say. One word out of 
place, and I might be dead like Singer. Although I did not know the rea- 
son for my arrest, the charge had to be serious, for only prisoners charged 
with the most serious political crimes were confined to single cells. Com- 
mon criminals were crammed into large, crowded cells. Over and over 
again I searched my memory for anything I had said in the past few years 
that might incriminate me. Was it a complaint about Red Calf, the in- 
competent Party secretary, that I made to two of my best friends at a din- 
ner? Or did someone read my secret diary and decipher its encrypted 
meanings? Or was it for my secretly listening to the BBc and the Voice of 
America late at night? 

There was one thing I was sure of: no matter what the charge, I should 
never admit it. Although the official policy was “confession earns le- 
niency and resistance doubles punishment,” it was simply not true. 
Convictions were often based solely on an inmate’s confession. Smoking 
Devil had once told to me that I should never admit to anything if I was 
ever arrested. “Don’t ever be fooled by the promised lenient treatment,” 
he said. “I have seen too many people who, after confessing their crimes, 
were dragged out and shot. Confession is suicide.” That, I reminded my- 
self, I have to remember under any circumstances. 

“TAM A TRUE REVOLUTIONARY! I AM NOT AFRAID OF 
DYING FOR TRUTH! I LOVE THE GREAT LEADER!” A loud 
voice suddenly broke the train of my gloomy thoughts. I recognized in- 
stantly the low raspy voice. The speaker could not have been anyone but 
Fountain Pen, my friend and English teacher. I jumped up and rushed to 
the door, just in time to see him pass my cell, escorted by two guards. 
Fountain Pen looked haggard. His sunken face was pale and long and his 
unkempt hair fell down over his face, covering one of his glasses. He still 
wore the faded blue Mao jacket that he had always worn, and four large 
fountain pens—the only luxuries he possessed—still protruded from his 
breast pocket. He was arguing excitedly with the guards and did not see 
me. 

“I was not attacking Chairman Mao! My essay is about true Marxist 
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democracy. I have nothing to hide.” He kept repeating that as they 
walked toward the end of the hall. 

“You'll have the chance to tell that to Marx himself pretty soon,” a 
guard jeered at him. 

Dont you know it is useless to argue with guards, Fountain Pen? I 
wanted to say to my friend, but bit my lips and did not utter a sound. 
What's the use of writing about true Marxist democracy? You are too 
idealistic and stupid. How could you write it down? I remembered cau- 
tioning him precisely against that a few months before. 

They were out of sight soon. Only their voices could still be heard. 
“You are dead meat now, don't you know? Now get ready to see the Devil 
himself!” a guard chuckled with gleeful excitement. 

“T am not an anti-revolutionary. I want to appeal . . .” Fountain Pen’s 
words faded as the hall door closed behind them. 

Recovering from the shock of seeing my friend, I began to understand 
why I was there. I was probably in prison because of him. From the pris- 
oner next door, I learned that my friend had been charged with the most 
serious political crime. 

During the month before the first anniversary of Chairman Mao's 
death, while everybody was supposed to study the Great Leader’s works, 
Fountain Pen began writing a long treatise on Marxist democracy in an 
empty classroom. The principal, who saw part of the essay, tipped off the 
police. That evening while he was writing, the police rushed in. Foun- 
tain Pen panicked and tried to stuff the papers into his mouth, but the 
police officers choked him and pulled the pages out. It did not take them 
long to decide that the essay was a vicious attack on the Great Leader’s so- 
cialist democracy. The head of the public security bureau personally re- 
ported the case to the Party’s central committee, and he was ordered to 
arrest Fountain Pen immediately. 

“This guy is as good as dead now, in my opinion,” the inmate in the 
next cell said. “Doesn't have a clue about which way the political wind is 
blowing! Attacking Chairman Mao before the old man’s body is cold— 
can you be more stupid than that? I think they are going to sentence him 
today. He’s going to get the ‘iron pill.’” 

His words sent a shiver through my body. If my friend’s crime was a 
capital crime, what kind was mine? Was I going to be charged as a co- 
conspirator? In that case, I could get the iron pill, too. What would the 
charge be? 

I searched my brain to remember every meeting I had with Fountain 
Pen recently. I had had some dinners with him in the last year or so. Peo- 
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ple knew we were close friends. But the truth was I had always been leery 
of his political naiveté. He was too ready to talk to anyone about his lofty 
theories, and too careless in writing down his thoughts. I had told him 
never to write down his political thoughts. 

What worried me was the two long letters that Fountain Pen had writ- 
ten me. In them, he expounded some of his ideas about democracy and 
Marxism. Fountain Pen was a very simple-minded thinker. He thought 
that the Party would be pleased with his efforts to explore the meaning 
of proletarian democratic dictatorship, an idea that Marx had written 
about. But I knew that that kind of original thinking was troublesome 
and had put his letters in an old shoe as a precaution. Did the police find 
the letters? How stupid of me not to have burned them! 

Shortly after two o’clock in the afternoon, I was led into an interroga- 
tion room. Except for a wooden table and three wooden stools, the room 
was bare. A faded picture of Chairman Mao was draped on a green wall 
in the back of the room. Underneath it was the expected calligraphed slo- 
gan: CONFESSION EARNS LENIENCY; RESISTENCE DOU- 
BLES PUNISHMENT! Behind the table sat two middle-aged men, 
both wearing the same white short-sleeved shirts and dark blue trousers. 
The vacant stool in front of the table was obviously intended for me. The 
man on the left had a square brown face and was reading a file. The 
younger man on the right had a fleshy, ruddy face. He smiled in a 
friendly way toward me and motioned to me to sit down. The older 
official looked up from his papers. He had a brown complexion, and his 
face had some large noticeable pockmarks. 

“T think you know why you are here,” Pockmark began. He spoke in 
a low nasal voice, and his eyes were transfixed on mine. 

I instinctively raise my eyes and met his stare with an innocent look. 
Avoiding eye contact is a sure sign of guilt, I knew. “No, I have no idea 
at all,” I answered without hesitation, and without any hint of anger or 
resentment. I was surprised by how easily the words came out. “I was 
about to eat dinner with Little Lenin and his wife when the officers 
came. Is this about my argument with Secretary Red Calf last week? It is 
not entirely my fault, you know. Yes, I admit I should not have called him 
Miser Calf—” 

“Dont try to fool us!” Pockmark interrupted sternly. “You know what 
your friend Liu Gong did, don’t you? He committed an anti-revolution- 
ary act and he stubbornly refused to confess. He made up his mind to be 
the enemy of the people, so he got the most severe punishment. This 
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morning he was executed. We must teach the people’s enemies not to un- 
derestimate the strength of our proletarian dictatorship . . .” 

I did not hear the rest of the sentence—my head whirled and burned 
with agony and fear. Fountain Pen dead! He got the iron pill! And I 
could easily get twenty years for being his friend. 

The younger official’s voice was a complete contrast to his colleague's. 
He smiled and tried to soothe my jangled nerves: “You know, our policy 
is ‘confession earns leniency and resistance doubles punishment.’ We 
know what you have done, but we want to give you a chance to confess 
first. The Communist Party wants to save people who make mistakes, 
not to punish them, unless they compound their mistakes by resisting 
confession. Now take a little time to think, and tell us about you and 
your friend.” 

He paused, his smiling face poised in the air. “You are a smart young 
man,” he began again. “And you are froma good family. We have all your 
files here, from kindergarten onward,” he said as he picked up the yellow 
manila folder on the table and waved it at me. “I am sure you understand 
the Party’s policies. If you confess, I can guarantee you that you will re- 
ceive special treatment, no matter how serious your problem is. You can 
leave here today. Your friend tried to resist, and see what he got? Do you 
understand?” 

His voice sounded casual and pleasant, almost as if he were inviting 
me to a dinner at his home that night. But I knew better. 

“Yes, I want to confess,” I nodded eagerly and meekly. “I know the 
good policy of the Party. I will confess my mistakes and tell you every- 
thing...” 

I smiled humbly and began elaborating on a long self-criticism. I was 
an expert at self-criticism; I had learned the trick when I was in the first 
grade. “I ask the forgiveness of the Party. I was too naive. I was deceived 
by Fountain Pen. He asked me to dinner at his dorm and I went and he 
talked about Marx’s Capital, which I did not understand. But I did not 
sense anything wrong. Enemies are sometimes well disguised, you know. 
Chairman Mao said so. I should have studied the Great Leader’s works 
harder and should have discovered Fountain Pen’s evil intentions earlier. 
It was my fault. I know I deserve severe punishment. If Fountain Pen 
dared to attack our great beloved leader Chairman Mao, then. . . then he 
deserves what he got. In fact, a bullet was too good for him. He should 
have been shot a thousand times. No, he should have been fried in a big 
pan of oil. No, no, that’s not enough. He should have been crushed by a 
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big stone and fed to vultures. He—” My voice became excited. The ex- 
aggerated rhetoric of the Cultural Revolution flowed from me like a 
flash flood. 

“That’s good, that’s a good start,” Pockmark interrupted. “Did he 
show you any of his writings? Did he ever write you a letter?” 

I remembered well Fountain Pen’s essay “What Is True Democracy?” 
and the two letters he sent me. 

“No, he said he wrote something but I was not interested. Oh, I was 
so blind that I never recognized what a vicious enemy he was, pretend- 
ing to be my friend. I am very glad that the Party has saved me from him. 
I am so grateful to you, for exposing this dangerous enemy. I am so 
ashamed of myself...” 

“Do you know any other people who were close to him?” The younger 
officer asked pleasantly. 

“Yes, I think Principal Tu was pretty close to him. Fountain Pen told 
me that he had dinner with him twice. But Principal Tu is a good Party 
member. Could he be—” 

“Good. You should not exclude anyone,” Pockmark said. He jotted 
down something in his notebook. “Anyone else?” 

“I don't know.” 

Pockmark’s nasal voice turned cold again: “From our experience, 
anti-revolutionaries rarely act alone. They often work in cliques and they 
protect each other. We must get to the bottom of this case. Have you seen 
anyone suspicious contact your friend?” 

“No, I have not seen anyone that was suspicious around him,” I said, 
after apparently thinking long and hard. 

But they would not take a “no” for an answer. For a long time, they ex- 
plained the Party’s policy again and again, and Pockmark, apparently 
growing impatient, made it clear that this was my last chance to confess 
as if my execution were scheduled for the next hour if I did not. I was 
getting edgy too. Hungry and tired, my vision blurred by dizziness, I 
felt like giving up. I could feel my cold wet shirt against my chest. The 
craters on Pockmark’s face seemed to loom larger and larger as the min- 
utes ticked by. I wanted to run into the fleshy warm arms of the younger 
official, and fall under his protection. 

Then, looking up, I caught the slogan on the wall and was startled 
to read: “CONFESSION EARNS DEATH; RESISTANCE EARNS 
DEATH TOO!” And I remembered Smoking Devil’s advice. 

Finally, Pockmark closed the file folder. “We will stop here today,” he 
said. “I am sure that there is still something that you have forgotten to 
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tell us. Keep in mind that the Party’s patience is limited. We will find out 
about everything anyway, whether you confess or not. Remember: to- 
morrow is your last chance.” 

The young official gave me a final leering smile. “Your friends at the 
factory and your parents in Beijing are worried about you. They want 
you to confess and go home. Confession is the only way out of here. We 
do not arrest people without a reason. No one gets out of here without 
a confession.” 

His voice was soft but it turned my stomach. My parents! They would 
no doubt blame me for bringing trouble to them again, and were proba- 
bly thinking of disowning me at that very moment. Maybe I could never 
go home again. And the humiliation of all my relatives! And what were 
they saying about me in the factory? Was Red Calf jubilantly declaring 
that the Party had ferreted out another hidden enemy? 

Standing up stiffly, I turned toward the door. In my heart, I felt mur- 
der. A thick and odious sludge of hatred slowly swelled to fill my entire 
body. I wanted to strangle the young official with my bare hands. 

To my surprise, I was not returned to the single cell, but led to another 
wing of the prison and shoved into a crowded larger cell. This was a good 
sign, I thought. The police evidently still did not find any evidence to 
charge me. 

In the first week, I was interrogated two more times, and I stuck to my 
story that I had nothing to do with my dead friend Fountain Pen and 
knew nothing about his anti-revolutionary activities. Pockmark lost pa- 
tience with me after the third session. 

“Since you dont want to confess voluntarily,” he said, “you will have 
to sit here for a long time until you are ready to confess. You can't hide 
anything from us and we already know almost everything that you have 
done. An early confession will save you a lot of misery. But if you want 
to sit here and feed the fleas, that’s your business. We have plenty of hun- 
gry fleas for you.” 

Five weeks went by. I was never charged with any crime, and there had 
never been a court hearing. 

Then one morning in late September, right before breakfast, I was 
called out of the cell. 

“We'll save the breakfast for you,” said Old Brother, an inmate I had 
befriended, as I walked out of the cell. 

But I was not taken to the interrogation room. Instead, I was taken to 
an outer office near the gate of the prison. There, to my surprise, I saw 
Little Lenin and his wife Meatball sitting on a long bench beneath a 


164 METAL 


large portrait of the Great Leader. Meatball beamed at me as I entered 
the room. 

The two officers who interrogated me, Pockmark and the ruddy-faced 
young officer, walked in and shook hands cordially with Meatball. Turn- 
ing to me, Pockmark said with a dry smile: “We have completed our in- 
vestigation and have decided to release you. You can go with your friends 
now. Remember, do not say anything about what happened here, or it 
will bring you a lot of trouble that you don’t want. Just remember that.” 

I did not move when the young officer opened the door. “I can’t go like 
this,” I said quietly to the officer. A bolt of anger suddenly welled up in 
me. My face burned and a volcano seemed to have erupted. “I want an 
explanation. I want to get my name back. I want an apology. I cannot 
spend five weeks in jail and walk out as if nothing happened.” 

Pockmark jerked around. “APOLOGY? What apology? Do you 
mean to say that the Party was wrong? Youd better appreciate the fact 
that you are getting out. After all, you are a close friend of an executed 
anti-revolutionary! If it were not for your friends, you would have spent 
a lot more time here. You are lucky to have a friend whose father knows 
the deputy secretary of the Public Security Bureau!” 

“Please go, please!” Meatball stood up and tugged firmly at my sleeve, 
and I let myself be dragged out the door. I knew she must be the one who 
had found a connection to the deputy secretary and saved my life, and I 
should not give her more trouble. What would be the use of an apology 
anyway? 

The metal door closed behind us with the kind of loud clang that I 
thought occurred only in movies. I remembered that I had not had the 
chance to say goodbye to my fellow inmates. With my sudden disap- 
pearance, perhaps they would think that I had been executed. I felt sorry 
that I left in such a mysterious manner as if I had suddenly abandoned a 
bunch of comrades who had fought a tough battle with me in the same 
trench. It was ironic, I thought later, that I should feel such a bond to the 
common criminals and such a hatred for the Party officials who had just 
released me. 

The interesting thing is that my relationship with my fellow prisoners 
did not end here. In Beijing a few years later, I ran into one of them—Big 
Brother, who had been released after serving his term and had settled in 
the city. He became my friend again and would play an important role in 
my struggle and triumph against the Communist Party bureaucracy. For 
this, I have to thank Pockmark and Ruddy Face for giving me a valuable 
friend. 
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“This dinner is to make up for the one you missed at the Moon Festival,” 
Little Lenin said, standing up and holding a cup of liquor in front of 
him. “Let me be the first to toast Fan Shen’s safe return. Everybody, bot- 
toms up!” 

“We were really worried when we heard about the execution of your 
friend Fountain Pen,” said Meatball, her face shining from the liquor. 
“You must eat everything on your plate today. I spent the whole day pre- 
paring this meal and youd better show me some gratitude. Now, here, 
give me your plate.” Before I could move, she leaned across the table and 
snatched the plate in front of me. When it was returned, it was filled with 
pork ribs with red sauce, stir-fried young hen with green peppers, and a 
large five-flavored duck egg. That was the night’s second course! 

“T checked the Yellow Calendar,” Master Pan chimed in. “Today is a 
good day to receive a friend from far away. The quote for today is ‘After a 
nightmare comes bliss.’ Something good is going to happen to you now. 
Let me fill your cup again, to celebrate whatever is coming.” 

I was very grateful to have these friends. Even though my head was 
spinning from the liquor and my shrunken stomach refusing more food 
(this was the second day after I came back from prison), I felt that I could 
not turn down another cup of liquor from Master Pan, or another plate 
from Meatball. 

“The Yellow Calendar is right,” Little Lenin added excitedly. “There 
is indeed some good news waiting for you. They have just announced in 
the papers that the national university entrance examination will be re- 
stored. You came back just in time to prepare for it. I know how much 
you have wanted to go to college. Let me show you the paper.” 

I could feel the thumping of my heart as I read the great news. The 
front-page editorial in the Peoples Daily announced that the Party was 
starting yet a new reform in education. It had abolished the system of re- 
cruiting worker-peasant-soldier students for colleges and reinstated a na- 
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tional college entrance examination. From now on, students would be 
selected on the basis of academic merit. The first national examination 
was set in December and anybody could take the exam. This was the 
chance I had been waiting for. 

The news set me on fire. I had less than three months to prepare for the 
examination, and I knew I had a lot to do. I had to start that very night. 
I could hardly wait for the dinner to end so that I could go back to my 
dorm to plan my course of study. I had to brush up on math, physics, 
and history, and I had to study chemistry and geography almost from 
scratch. 

The next day, I found out that I was getting a late start. While I was in 
prison, millions of young people across the country had already started 
preparing for the exam. Many of them had formed study groups and 
studied with hand-copied and mimeographed textbooks and old college 
exams used before the Cultural Revolution, which were passed among 
friends like sacred religious texts. 

I joined a study group that included Li Ling and Little Lenin. Every 
Sunday we got together and quizzed each other on what we had learned 
during the week. In those months, I slept little. The examination would 
determine my fate and I knew the odds were against me. Nationwide, 
5.5 million people were taking the examination, and only 280 thousand 
would be admitted. The odds were one in nineteen. But like everyone 
else, I was hoping for a miracle. 

On December 21, the first day of the national examination, I got up at 
4:30 in the morning. The room was dark and cold. I did not turn on the 
light so as not to disturb my roommates. Groping in the darkness, I 
quickly put on my thick woolen sweater, woolen underwear, and old 
blue winter jacket. With my brown army-style satchel over my shoulder, 
I stepped out of the room and went downstairs. In my satchel were my 
books and two hard-boiled eggs and two round steamed buns for break- 
fast and lunch. 

The dimly lit street was completely deserted. On the bike rack behind 
the building, I located the bicycle that I had borrowed from Master Pan 
the day before. There had been a light snowfall and the street was covered 
with a sheet of white dust. I shuddered a little as a gust of chilly morning 
wind found its way into my winter jacket, but I paid no attention to the 
cold. Ahead was a fifteen-mile bike ride on a rough country road to the 
high school where the examination was being held. I tied my satchel 
to the bicycle’s rack, jumped on the bike, and rode to the factory gate. 
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Soon Li Ling and Little Lenin appeared on their bikes. The three of us 
headed out. 

The narrow country road was unpaved, bumpy, and frozen. There 
were deep grooves and occasionally large clumps of dirt left by the 
hooves of horses during the rainy season in the summer. We cautiously 
maneuvered along the edge of the road, trying to avoid the ruts and 
lumps. The chilly winter breeze sharpened my senses and I felt alert and 
excited. For once, and despite the darkness, I felt I had a good sense of 
direction in life and was in control. 

An hour and a half later, we arrived at the country school. The sky in 
the east was beginning to show a gray fish belly of light. We were not al- 
lowed to go into the building before the exam began, so we sat down 
against the dirt wall. I took out my notes and began reviewing the math- 
ematical equations that I had copied for a quick last-minute review. 
When the first bell rang, I could hardly stand up; my limbs were numb 
and my shirt, wet from biking, clung to my back like a slab of ice. 

Two men wearing red armbands examined the seal and picture on my 
examination pass very closely before letting me in the classroom. Inside, 
another official with a red armband escorted me to my assigned seat at 
the back of the classroom. A young girl in a padded blue cotton coat was 
sitting next to me. She smiled nervously as I sat down. 

The country school’s classroom was damp and chilly. A sealed white 
envelope containing the examination paper was on my desk. The large 
red number on the envelope stared up at me like a Cyclops. 

It seemed a long time before the second bell rang, signaling that we 
were allowed to open our sealed envelopes. My heart suddenly quivered 
a little as I opened the envelopes and took out the examinations. I was 
aware that I was holding my own fate, the means to escape the factory, 
right in my hands. For six years I had been preparing for this moment 
and I could not afford to let the chance slip through my fingers. Excit- 
edly, I quickly scanned the twelve regular problems and the three bonus 
problems and plunged into solving them. 

The problems were not very difficult, but I soon found that I had trou- 
ble concentrating. Part of the problem was the old school desk, which 
was like the surface of the moon, full of large and small craters and can- 
yons, the result of peeling paint. It was impossible to write a straight line. 
But I could not have done that anyway, even without the “lunar land- 
scape.” Having sat in the cold classroom for ten minutes, I found my 
hands almost numb and I could hardly hold the pen steadily. The irregu- 
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lar surface of the desk, fatigue, and the cold all bothered me throughout 
the exam, and by the end of the two-hour period, I had solved only seven 
problems and given partial answers to two more. It was a very disap- 
pointing start. 

The chemistry exam was next, starting in two hours. Outside the sun 
was shining brightly. Its light and warmth was a sharp contrast to the 
dark and frigid classroom. Picking up my bag, I joined Li Ling and Little 
Lenin and went out of the school gate. We sat down ona large pile of corn 
stalks facing the sun and opened our lunches. Everybody was reluctant to 
talk; we were all too exhausted from the bike ride and the first exam. I 
studied the chemistry notes while I munched on a half-frozen bun. 

I completed the second exam confidently and solved nearly all of the 
problems, including the bonus problems. When I came out of the chem- 
istry exam in the afternoon, I wondered whether it was the warm mid- 
day sun that had energized me and had helped me complete the exam so 
easily. I prayed that the next two days would be sunny. And indeed, the 
next two days were sunny, and I did better and better in each subse- 
quent exam. 

Except for math, on which I scored 57 out of 100 points, I did well in 
the other five subjects, with a total score of 509 comfortably above the 
425 minimum needed for admission. Out of 156 people from the aircraft 
factory who took the exam, there were 11 who scored above 425 points. Li 
Ling was also among the eleven, but Little Lenin failed by nine points. 

For me, six years of intense nightly study had finally paid off. I senta 
telegram to my parents in Beijing, “PASSED COLLEGE EXAM.” Al- 
though I knew that that was vain, I felt obliged to bring a little joy to my 
parents, who would proudly announce the news to their colleagues in 
the Big Courtyard. 

Two weeks after the examination, a large red poster appeared at the 
main gate of the Aircraft Factory. The names and examination scores of 
the “lucky eleven,” as we were called, were written in large black letters, 
surrounded by red flowers. My total score was the highest. There was a 
strange scene when I walked into the testing bay that morning; every- 
body shook my hand with such warmth, as if I were an astronaut who 
had just returned from the moon. Master Pan brought in a bottle of red 
wine, bought with “donations” from everyone in the office—meaning 
that most people freely contributed but extortion had to be used on a re- 
luctant few, such as Master Deng. Master Pan poured the wine into small 
glasses and, clicking his glass with everyone else’s, stood in the middle of 
the room to give the toast: 
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“This is a great day for our small, humble office. We have a college stu- 
dent among us now. As the old Chinese proverb has it, this is a golden 
phoenix flying out of a poor mountain village. Fan Shen—we are honored 
to have worked with you. When you graduate from college and achieve 
great things, I hope you will not forget us. Everybody, bottoms up!” 

Although I smiled with my fellow workers, I did not dare to smile too 
heartily with joy, or to laugh that most pleasant of laughs, the inner one 
of pure ecstasy. Life had taught me that I could never take anything for 
granted until it happened. And at the moment, I was still in the factory 
and whether I would be able to escape the factory was still unclear. A true 
smile in my heart, I felt, would lead to disaster, just as gloating over a vic- 
tory inachess game before it is over inevitably leads to an unforeseen loss. 

The day after the red poster was hung on the factory gate and red wine 
was consumed in my office, Comrade Thus, the factory’s Party secretary, 
sent word that he wanted to see the “lucky eleven” in his office. On hear- 
ing the summons, my heart sank. Any time a Party official took an inter- 
est in me, I know something sinister would happen. 

Comrade Thus’s office was furnished with a thick red carpet and 
leather couches, and looked like it had been modeled on an office we had 
all seen in a movie: the office Lenin had occupied in the Czar’s Winter 
Palace. From one of its windows I could see the enormous head and wav- 
ing hand of the giant statue of Chairman Mao that stood at the center of 
the courtyard. I sat down on a couch with Li Ling and two other friends 
who had studied with me. 

Comrade Thus arrived twenty minutes late. Tall and plump, with a 
reddish face and well-groomed gray hair, the secretary looked radiant as 
he shook hands with us. Naturally, we all stood up to greet him. 

“Sit down, make yourselves comfortable,” he waved at us as he sank 
into the leather chair behind his desk. Flanking him were four other 
officials—the second deputy secretary, the third deputy secretary, the 
secretary of the Communist Youth League, and the director of the fac- 
tory who was the first deputy secretary. 

“Thus, as you can see,” Comrade Thus said cheerfully in the peculiar 
Sichuan accent that we had all heard many times. “The entire Party lead- 
ership is here today to congratulate you for your outstanding achieve- 
ment. Thus you have made us very proud. The Party is thus very proud 
of you.” At this, all the Party officials nodded and smiled. “You all have 
thus a great future in front of you. As you know, the Party has thus a great 
need for people like you. And thus so does our factory for people like you. 
Which is thus the point of this meeting.” 
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Comrade Thus paused and quickly scanned our apprehensive faces. 
“We know that you all thus have your own personal interests, thus things 
you would like to study in college. But as the Great Leader has taught us 
thus, individuals must obey the Party, and personal interests must thus 
submit to the country’s interests. As you know, our factory is at a cross- 
roads and we thus need a great many skilled people, bright young people 
like you, and thus we cannot afford to lose you. Therefore, the Party 
Committee has thus decided that you must all study the specialties that 
our factory is in dire need of, and you must come back here to work after 
your graduation.” 

My heart nearly stopped when I heard that I had to come back. But 
neither I nor anybody else dared to protest. We were so used to being or- 
dered around by the Party that we were afraid that the Party might re- 
voke our eligibility to go to college if we protested. 

Comrade Thus told us that the Party had identified four specialties 
that were needed by the factory and therefore would be the only majors 
we were permitted to study: non-metal material science, aviation hy- 
draulics, the science of metal surfaces, and aircraft mechanics. None of 
the subjects interested me. The three colleges Comrade Thus had chosen 
for us were all third-rate colleges in Xian, close enough to the factory 
that the Party secretary could visit and supervise our study. 

We silently slinked out of the administrative building like a school of 
eels sneaking along the muddy banks of a rice paddy. I felt ashamed of 
myself for not daring to utter a single word of protest. Just as we were 
turning the corner and about to go our separate ways, a soft female voice 
called to us from behind: “Wait a minute, everyone!” 

We all turned around. Li Ling was standing a few steps behind us and 
her face was flushed. “Are we all going to swallow this stupid decision 
without saying a word?” she asked. “This is a typical self-serving local 
policy that is against the Party’s best interests.” 

Absolutely right, I thought. The image of the little girl who had once 
spoken up against the Red Guards flashed through my mind. 

“We have to do something. But if we want to fight this, we have to 
band together,” Li Ling said. She surveyed each of us with her large, 
fierce eyes. 

“Tam with you,” I said firmly. 

“So are we,” two others said. 

“We can protest,” a girl with short pigtails said quietly. “But I don’t 
think it will make any difference.” 
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“But at least we can have the satisfaction that we have tried,” I said. I 
was disappointed by her timidity. 

“The policy is certainly not right,” said a man with thick glasses and 
a black cotton overcoat. “But what’s the use? A few of us overturning the 
Party Committee’s decision? Impossible! You are wasting your time. Be- 
sides, no matter what you study, being a college student is already much 
better than being a worker at the bottom of society. I don’t want to take 
a chance that may cost me my opportunity to go to college.” 

“He’s right,” echoed another man with a woolen scarf wrapped 
around his neck. “Don’t forget, ‘A person who knows what is enough will 
always be a happy person.’ If you can’t win, why fight? I don’t want to risk 
what I have already won. We all studied very hard, didn’t we? And we are 
already the lucky ones.” 

“That’s the sort of typical Chinese philosophy that has held people 
back for centuries.” I couldn't hold back my tongue anymore. Stupid 
courage often comes at unexpected moments. “We Chinese never ask 
the question this way, ‘If we don’t fight, how can we win?’ Times have 
changed. The Party is changing too. Don’t you see? It’s our life. We are 
not just cogs in a machine. Can't you say, for once, “This is what I want. 
I want to study what interests me?” My own last sentence startled me, 
and my internal watchman struck a warning gong loudly. Talking about 
personal interest is blasphemy against Party doctrine. I sensed danger 
and quickly added, “Of course we want to serve the Party and the coun- 
try, but if we fully develop our personal interests, we would do a much 
better job, and would serve the Party better. Don’t you agree?” 

“Fan Shen’s right,” Li Ling said. “Lers draft a letter politely asking the 
Party Committee to reconsider its decision. Will you all sign it?” 

“I support your effort 100 percent, but I can’t sign the letter,” said the 
man with thick glasses. 

“Neither can I,” said the man with the woolen scarf. 

The rest of us agreed to sign the letter. I drafted the letter that night, 
but I was apprehensive about delivering it to Comrade Thus, which Li 
Ling and I had agreed to do. I knew Li Ling had the same fear: if the let- 
ter failed, we would be branded troublemakers for life. 

But this time, the looming battle turned out to be only a test from 
God, like the sacrifice of Isaac that Abraham was prepared to offer on 
the mountain. 

In the dining hall the next day, Li Ling ran to me and shoved a copy of 
the latest Peoples Daily into my hand. “Look at this,” she said, pointing 


172 METAL 


to the headline of an editorial on the front page. Her face was glowing 
with excitement. “We have won!” 

The title of the editorial was “Against Provincialism.” 

“This must be divine intervention. What happened to us must have 
happened all over the country, and so the central government has forbid- 
den any local government from restricting the registration of college ap- 
plicants. I have just heard that Comrade Thus has rescinded his deci- 
sion.” I felt relieved, but I still could not allow myself the joy that the 
promise of a college education should bring. Even if this were true, it was 
only a small victory. 

But Li Ling was right. Comrade Thus did rescind his decision and we 
applied to the universities of our own choice. I was accepted by Lanzhou 
University as an English major and Li Ling was accepted by People’s Uni- 
versity in Beijing to study accounting. Just a few days later after we re- 
ceived our papers, we went our separate ways. It was very strange that 
after six years of intimate friendship we parted so quickly and so un- 
eventfully. We did not even shake hands when we said a quick goodbye 
on the day she left the factory for Beijing. 

The day before I boarded the train for Lanzhou University, I went to 
the testing bay for the last time. Since it was a Sunday, the building was 
empty, except for a janitor. I walked quickly upstairs to the control room 
of the No. 4 testing platform. With both hands, I pulled open the heavy 
steel door that separated the control room and the steel platform where 
jet engines were installed and tested. I then turned on the floodlights in- 
side. There was no engine on the platform right then, so steel and rubber 
pipes dangled around the frame like disheveled stalks of corn after a har- 
vest. I walked down to the steel platform, and I could hear the sound of 
my footsteps rumble and echo back and forth across the gigantic hollow 
concrete box. I walked to the back of the platform where there was a steel 
exhaust tunnel, round and about my height at the entrance, but growing 
steadily wider until it opened into a mammoth concrete tower. Care- 
fully, I stepped into the exhaust tunnel and I could feel the cold, steady 
draft that ran through the tunnel. The tunnel was dark and I moved for- 
ward cautiously and slowly, careful not to touch the steel wall, which had 
a thick layer of soot on it, the residue from burnt jet fuel. When I reached 
the third section of the tunnel, I stopped. From the army satchel that I 
carried, I took out three hand-sized objects and placed them on the steel 
floor of the tunnel. Their bright red color pleased me, and I felt very 
happy as I walked out the testing bay. 

The next morning, as my train was humming toward Lanzhou, I 
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knew exactly what was happening at the testing bay. At 8:05, Master Bu, 
the head of the testing group at the No. 4 platform, pushed the lever for 
engine thrust to the maximum level. The jet engine roared, soon reach- 
ing 11,500 revolutions per minute. He let the engine roar for two min- 
utes, and then checked the thrust indicated on the scale on the left-hand 
panel. The dial pointed to ten thousand pounds. Everything was in or- 
der. The examiner, Master Jin, gave a thumbs-up and wrote the result in 
his ledger. There was one last test to be performed. Master Bu pushed the 
button for the afterburner boost. A long orange flame shot out of the end 
of the engine into the exhaust pipe. The entire steel and concrete plat- 
form shook as the thrust scale registered an additional 3,500 pounds of 
thrust. In less than ten seconds, two thousand degrees of heat inciner- 
ated the three red volumes that I had placed in the exhaust tunnel. They 
were my revolutionary diaries. 


I make myself laugh at everything, for fear of having to weep. 


Pierre-Augustin Caron de Beaumarchais 


4 Wood 


23 The Heavenly White Pagoda 


I arrived at Lanzhou Station on a bright morning in February 1978 in an 
elated mood. I would be in a university, the place I had been dreaming of 
for so long. For six long and grueling years I had been struggling for this 
day, and I had won. On that day I felt that I was truly happy for the first 
time in many years. The dreaded white factory, the mysterious suicides 
and grotesque illnesses, Comrade Thus and Red Calf and Combat Zhu 
were all behind me now, and I would never have to go near that place 
again. 

From the train station, a school van took me and a few other new stu- 
dents to the university. It was a pleasant ride through the downtown and 
we arrived in just a few minutes. Lanzhou University has an impressive 
front entrance, consisting of two long cast-iron sliding gates between 
two pillbox-like towers and a giant statue of the Great Leader facing the 
entrance. When I got off the van and walked into the gate, I smiled hap- 
pily and waved to His Excellency. 

The student dormitory was a large L-shaped brick building. The cor- 
ridors inside the building were dark and the uneven concrete floor 
sounded hollow, spooky, and fragile when I walked through it with my 
luggage. My room was similar to the one I had at the aircraft factory, but 
a little smaller, with two bunk beds on each side and a narrow walkway 
barely a yard wide from the door to the only window. Four people shared 
the room, but I certainly did not mind the crowded living conditions. 
From the laughter and happy shouting in the hall, I sensed that every- 
body in the dormitory shared the same elation. I heard genuine laughter 
everywhere, a laughter free of worries, a laughter I had never heard before 
in my life. This was the class of 1982, the first crop of students who had 
been admitted to universities and colleges solely on the basis of academic 
merit since the Cultural Revolution. All of us knew our elite status in so- 
ciety. Fewer than one in nineteen people who took the national examina- 
tion were admitted, and we were the ones. Parents and friends were very 
proud of us. The whole society looked up to us—partly in envy. 
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The three roommates who came early helped me unpack and get set- 
tled on the last bunk bed and we introduced ourselves. The one sleep- 
ing above me was Zhao Congming—or “Clever” Zhao. As he told me 
his name, he added, with a funny country accent, “Don’t laugh at my 
name. This is not a nickname; it is my real name.” Wearing a faded blue 
Mao jacket, with a square, deeply tanned face, Clever Zhao looked much 
older than the average student. Judging from his worn out shoes— 
homemade and hand-stitched from rags—he had to be a peasant’s son. I 
liked him immediately. 

The lower bunk bed facing mine was occupied by Qian Le, a chubby, 
happy-go-lucky young man, whom we would soon call “Squirm” be- 
cause of his slow speech and uncoordinated movements. He had been a 
crane-operator at a coalmine in Datong, the coal capital of China. 

In the bunk above him was the youngest member of the class, barely 
sixteen, from Xian. His name was Huang Laishi, but his nickname from 
the previous school, “Six-Finger Huang,” followed him here. Next to his 
right thumb he had an extra finger, which he regarded as a lucky charm. 

Having settled in, we went down to lunch. The dining hall was just 
across the street from our dorm. It was about the size of two basketball 
courts, similar to, but larger than, the ones at the East Wind Aircraft 
Factory. When I entered it, it was like walking into a steam bath, but a 
steam bath with a dank sour odor instead of the clean smells of steam 
and soap. The hall was jammed with people in long lines. Each line was 
for a different item of food. At the door, Clever Zhao suggested that we 
form a partnership to get lunch. “If you'll get rice for me, I’ll get a dish 
for you. We have to get that boiled pork rind before it’s sold out.” 

I gave one of my enamel bowls to Clever Zhao, who handed me an ex- 
tremely large wooden bowl in return. I was stunned by the size of the 
bowl. “What's this?!” I cried. “I could use it for my washbasin. How 
much rice do you want?” 

“Get me just a pound,” said Clever Zhao, a little embarrassed. “I can 
eat more, but I have to watch my ration, you know.” Each student was 
allowed a ration of thirty-two pounds of grain each month. 

There were no tables in the dining hall, so we all carried our meals 
back to the dorm to eat. Our first meal in the new dormitory was as 
pleasant as my train ride. I never thought that watching someone eat 
could be entertaining and appetizing until I saw Clever Zhao with a pair 
of chopsticks in his hands. He attacked the giant bowl of rice mixed with 
vegetables with complete abandon, like a wild pig, his mighty jaws chew- 
ing noisily. Although he had only an average build, he seemed to have a 
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bottomless stomach. “I am a pig,” he said jocularly when he saw us 
watching him with amusement. He ate everything, and he ate twice as 
much as I did. He told us that his favorite dish was boiled pork rind, 
cheap and fattening. “Whenever it’s on sale,” he said, “make sure you 
buy me at least a pound, and I'll pay you later.” He ate the pork rind with 
such relish that I was constantly reminded of the story of Emperor Zhu 
Yuanzhang eating the “pearl, emerald, and jade soup.” At the end of 
the meal, he went around the room and collected leftovers from every- 
body—fatty meat, pork rind, anything. And he did that after every meal 
from then on. He had such a big appetite that he always exhausted his 
food ration by the twentieth of the month, and if my roommates and I 
had not donated a portion of our food rations to him, he would have 
starved. The high point of Clever Zhao’s dinners was the finale, when 
he would perform an elaborate ritual of savoring the last mouthful. He 
would always save one piece of meat, the largest and the best-looking 
one, until the end. After everything else was gone, he would suck the 
meat clean, set it at the center of the plate, rinse his mouth with water, 
and in all seriousness, start a sort of meditation, as though mentally pre- 
paring himself for the divine feast that was about to grace his palate. Fi- 
nally, picking up the meat with his chopsticks and carefully putting it in 
his mouth, he would let it roll around between his lips and in his mouth 
for some time before very deliberately biting in. Eyes closed, his head 
thrown back, his whole body slightly trembling, he would chew ina slow, 
majestic manner. The meat was the final fifty measures of Beethoven's 
Ode to Joy, and Clever Zhao was the enraptured conductor. At such mo- 
ments, my roommates and I would watch with envy and admiration, 
wishing we could attain such nirvana at least once in our lives. 


For the first year, I was in heaven. I studied hard and my mind was hun- 
gry and restless. Fortunately, the library that had been sealed by the Red 
Guards during the Cultural Revolution had been reopened for us. Now 
that I had all the time and books at my disposal, I felt like a happy young 
salmon that had finally swum out of shallow mountain streams and into 
the ocean. I let my interests lead me through the intellectual labyrinth. 
The classes were easy for me, and I again found myself spending most of 
my time reading “idle” books. Most of my classmates stuck with text- 
books, in order to get good grades, but I was hungry for real knowledge. 
I still remembered those days at the aircraft factory when Li Ling’s vast 
knowledge on many subjects made me ashamed of my ignorance and I 
vowed to study hard so that one day I could speak to her as an equal. 
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I did most of my reading on the White Pagoda Mountains. Located 
on the western bank of the Yellow River, and not far from the campus, 
the White Pagoda Mountains are a series of lush rolling hills. The White 
Pagoda, a Buddhist monument, is on top of the highest hill. It is an im- 
pressive building made of gleaming white marble and shaped like a bot- 
tle-guard. From it, most of the city of Lanzhou can be seen to the east, 
winding along the banks of the Yellow River. To the west there are hills 
which gradually, little by little, turn into mountains. Most of the hills 
near the city are barren, but for some reason—perhaps it was the divine 
energy of the Buddha—there are willow and poplar trees and thick un- 
dergrowth of vegetation on the White Pagoda Mountains. It is like an 
oasis in the Gobi desert. 

Every weekend, early in the morning, I would packa lunch of steamed 
bread and climb to the top of the mountain. Sitting under my favorite 
willow tree, listening to the faint murmur of the city below and absorb- 
ing the warm sunshine, I would read away the whole day under the spell 
of the White Pagoda. It was there that I completed my university educa- 
tion. Clever Zhao or Six-Finger Huang would occasionally join me, but 
most of the time I went alone. 

Under the willow tree, I felt that I knew joy and peace for the first time 
since the beginning of the Cultural Revolution. The rallies and fighting 
of the Red Guards, the harsh winters and famines in the village of Big 
Porcupine, the macabre deaths and dark fears in the white factory all 
faded into the distant past. I started to feel that life had just begun for me. 
No longer did I have to toil nine hours during the day and study by can- 
dlelight at night, fighting fatigue and bedbugs; I could read twenty-four 
hours a day if I wanted. Nor did I have to “pat the horse’s behind,” that 
is, to kiss up to Party officials like Uncle Cricket, Combat Zhu, and Red 
Calf, and waste precious time on shameful fake revolutionary diaries. I 
felt like a puppy dropped into a pool of water for the first time, thrilled 
and bemused, not knowing how to handle the unexpected joy that free- 
dom had brought me. During my first semester, I bought a new diary 
covered with beautiful blue silk. A new diary for a new chapter in my 
life, I thought. 

The only sad news during my first year at the university was that Li 
Ling, who had been my idol and mentor for five years, got married. 
When we parted hastily when she left for Beijing, she did not mention 
anything about getting married. Nor did she mention it in the only post- 
card that she sent me from Beijing. I heard the surprising news from Lit- 
tle Lenin. She got married right after she arrived in Beijing. Why she got 
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married so suddenly, and to a man who was reported to be quite vulgar 
and inferior to her, confused me. In fact, according to Little Lenin, the 
entire factory was shocked to hear that Li Ling had married such a man. 
Even stranger was that after a simple wedding ceremony, she and her 
husband were to live apart for the next four years. She would live in Bei- 
jing and study accounting, and he would live in Harbin and study com- 
puter science. Half a country separated them. Even though we did not 
write to each other during the college years, I still thought of her from 
time to time and used her as my inspiration to pursue real knowledge. 

Thanks in part to Li Ling’s books, I was used to studying indepen- 
dently and efficiently, and I found most of the college courses slow-mov- 
ing and tedious. I attended some classes merely out of respect for the in- 
structors. There was only one course, however, that I genuinely detested 
and actively avoided: the so-called political science course. To me, it was 
no different from the political propaganda that I had endured one hour 
a day for six years in the aircraft factory. At the university I had to put up 
with it one afternoon a week, but I still hated it with a burning passion. 
It reminded me of Uncle Crickets and Combat Zhu’s lectures. Most stu- 
dents went to the class dutifully and took notes diligently for the sake of 
the instructor, Comrade Pi, who was the Party secretary of the Foreign 
Language Department and who would decide our fate upon graduation. 
But I felt hypocritical pretending to study something I knew was worth- 
less nonsense, and I tried to skip the class as often as I could. It was not 
long before I found myself engaged in guerrilla warfare with Comrade 
Pi. Feigning illness or oversleeping, I avoided Comrade Pi’s classes and 
the weekly political study at least two or three times a month. 

The only thing I liked about Comrade Pi was his name. It made me 
smile when I crowed it with deliberate mindlessness. In Chinese, the 
name Pi and the word for breaking wind are homophonous— differing 
only in tone—and my friends and I were always careless in pronouncing 
our instructors name, making it sound like Break Wind. Before long he 
was known simply as “Mr. Breakwind.” 

Mr. Breakwind was a retired military man with a medium build, 
short legs, and flabby arms. He was probably in his late forties. Any- 
one who saw him would remember him for one thing: his thick round 
glasses. The glasses were often broken and stayed in one piece only be- 
cause of small but strange-looking pieces of white tape affixed to the 
edges. 

Like Uncle Cricket, Mr. Breakwind was a conscientious communist 
and he considered it his duty to deliver all young people, both body and 
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mind, to the cause of the Party. Every Thursday afternoon, he would 
walk through the student dormitory to make sure that all the students at- 
tended the political study session. He banged on each door and looked at 
each bed to catch anyone who overslept. Like a shepherd driving a flock 
of sheep, he would round up all the strays and drive them to the four- 
hour class. He was so determined to catch anyone who had wandered 
from the flock that he sometimes went to great lengths to catch us. 
Knowing I was the ringleader of the stray sheep, he was especially vigi- 
lant about me. Even so, I had successfully evaded him on a number of oc- 
casions. On the Thursday just before May Day, however, Mr. Break- 
wind’s determined efforts paid off. He caught me and my friends and 
made us pay such a heavy price for our truancy that we did not dare to 
skip his class for many months afterwards. 

On that day, after lunch, I proposed to my roommates to play a game 
of “driving the pig” instead of going to the hated political meeting, 
and Squirm, Six-Finger Huang, and Clever Zhao all eagerly agreed. We 
closed the door and played away. At two o'clock, our play was interrupted 
by Mr. Breakwind’s loud voice rumbling in the hall: “Political study 
time! Don't be late! Anybody still sleeping? Get up!” As soon as I heard 
him, I shot up, ran to the door, and quietly bolted it. I then tiptoed back 
to my seat. We resumed the game in silence, but were mindful of Mr. 
Breakwind’s rushed, shuffling footsteps as they became closer and closer. 

It did not take long before the knocking started. BANG! BANG! 
BANG! Mr. Breakwind’s voice erupted outside the door: “Anybody in 
there? Don’t try to fool me. Fan Shen! Clever Zhao! You in this room are 
the worst. Get out!” 

No one made a move. We were in the middle of the best part of the 
game. Squirm had lost the last game and was the “pig.” He was crawling 
under the narrow desk, the standard punishment for being the pig. We 
were having fun seeing the pudgy Squirm trying to wriggle his ample 
paunch between the legs of the desk. He squirmed like a fat silk larva, 
and it took him a good while to get halfway through. At that point he be- 
came stuck, and the small desk became a turtle shell on his back. We 
could hardly suppress our laughter as he moved his helpless limbs to try 
to rid himself of the turtle shell. Then suddenly, the corner of the desk 
bumped into a leg of the bunk bed and the rap from the collision rico- 
cheted across the room and then through the empty hallway. At the 
sound, we all froze. 

“Aha! I knew you were in there,” Mr. Breakwind’s voice suddenly 
boomed at the door. He had been listening outside for some time. “Open 
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the door! I know who you are. Fan Shen, Clever Zhao, Qian Le, Huang 
Laishi! Open up! Don’ try to fool me; I know all your tricks. I will catch 
you all and make you study for a week if you don’t!” 

BANG! BANG! BANG! The fragile door, made of thin alder boards, 
almost split from his pounding. 

For several minutes, we did not move, not even a finger. Squirm froze 
on the floor with his carapace on his back, and the rest of us leaned 
against the wall. We shuddered at each loud knock, hoping the door 
would hold. 

After five minutes of heavy bombardment, Mr. Breakwind’s voice 
softened. “Okay, Okay, I will not punish you this time if you open the 
door now. You hear me? If you open the door and go to the political 
study now, I will forget everything and will not report you. Fan Shen, I 
know you want to join the Party. This is your chance to show your loy- 
alty to the Party. Huang Laishi, you don’t want to be mixed up with these 
bad elements. You are still young; you have a bright future in front of 
you. Clever Zhao, I know you are innocent. You are froma family of rev- 
olutionary peasants. Don’t be corrupted by the bad influences around 
you...” He paused. A hopeful eerie silence blanketed the room. It 
seemed that Mr. Breakwind was getting tired and he was starting to 
wonder if he had actually heard anything. Was he preparing to go away? 

Bang! BOOM! Bang! The door again shook horribly. “You think I am 
going away?” Mr. Breakwind’s voice boomed again and echoed in the 
hall. All the other students were at political study by now. “Don’t pretend 
you are sleeping! I know what you are doing. Come out!” My friends and 
I could hear Mr. Breakwind panting as he rested. “You are not going to 
get away with this,” he muttered, but his footsteps indicated he was 
walking away. He must have finally got tired and decided to leave. 

We heaved a sigh of relief and jumped up to help Squirm extricate 
himself from his wooden shell. I grabbed his arms, and Clever Zhao 
and Six-Finger Huang each gripped a leg of the desk, and we pulled 
in opposite directions. Squirm grimaced and moaned as the desk was 
forced across his belly and hip and he was finally dislodged. But before he 
could stand up, an ominous thud outside the door stopped us in our 
tracks. A chair had been planted against the door. 

Above the door there was a small glass transom. Two hands soon ap- 
peared at the bottom of it. Mr. Breakwind was climbing up the back of 
the chair! 

As if a starting pistol had been fired, all four of us dove into the nearest 
beds, pulled the covers, and pretended to be sleeping. Over the blanket, 
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I peeped helplessly as the top of a gray head, then thick round glasses, 
emerged at the transom. Unfortunately, in their desperate rush, Squirm 
and Six-Finger Huang had jumped into the same bed. Squirm, being 
heavier and slower, lay on top of Six-Finger Huang and the blanket 
that Squirm had grabbed barely covered him. I wanted to laugh but 
that would have been very imprudent. No sooner had Mr. Breakwind’s 
glasses appeared than we immediately fell to sound sleep. Squirm even 
managed to let out a whistling snore. 

“Dont you try to fool me!” sneered Mr. Breakwind. The mouth that 
spoke those words was barely visible, and there was a scratching shuffle 
as Mr. Breakwind tried to balance himself on the back of the chair. “I 
saw you move. You are not sleeping. You, Qian Le, what are you doing 
in Huang Laishi’s bed? Are you sleeping together? This is getting more 
disgusting now. Clever Zhao, I see you moving. You cant fool me.” 
Through an opening in my sheet, I could see Clever Zhao shaking 
slightly with suppressed laughter. Then I was startled to hear my own 
name: “Fan Shen, I know you are the ringleader. If you don't stop this 
foolishness this instant and open the door, I will write to your father. I 
know he’s a revolutionary cadre in Beijing. I have all your records in my 
office. If you don’t open the door now, I will send you to Tibet when you 
graduate, you mark my words!” 

I was alarmed by his last threat. Mr. Breakwind indeed had the power 
to ruin my life by sending me to Tibet. The joke had gone too far. I 
jumped up, took two quick steps, threw back the bolt on the door, and 
abruptly pulled it open. The chair which had been leaning against the 
door was immediately deprived of support and fell into the room. And 
there, hanging on the windowsill, legs kicking frantically like a giant spi- 
der, was Mr. Breakwind, desperately trying to hold on to the beam above 
the door. A few seconds later, he fell—right over the chair. As he rolled 
into the room, his glasses flew like a missile across the room and shattered 
on the floor. I jumped over his body and dashed out into the hallway. As 
if on command, my friends jumped out of their beds and charged the 
door. Scrambling on all fours, the nearly blind Party secretary made a fu- 
tile attempt to grab the legs dancing past him. 

Mr. Breakwind was not seen for two weeks. He was reportedly nurs- 
ing a back injury that dated back to his service in the army. 

But when he came back, he made sure that I paid a dear price for my 
prank. I had to write a thirty-page self-criticism and two reports on the 
Great Leader’s essays, “Serving the People” and “The Foolish Old Man 
Moving Mountains.” In addition, my cohorts and I had to clean the 
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bathrooms in the dorm for a whole year. At the end of the semester, I 
barely squeezed past his course. He gave me a “C” for the final examina- 
tion, the only “C” I received in college. But I was just glad not to fail the 
course. Failing Political Science would be fatal for my future career, not 
to say the potential danger of being sent to Tibet. When the new semes- 
ter started, I thought I'd better not play any more tricks on the Party sec- 
retary and so I dutifully went to his class every week like all the others. 
After a while, Mr. Breakwind no longer came pounding on our door on 
Thursday afternoons and it seemed that my political trouble was over. I 
did not see, however, that another dark cloud—bringing even bigger 
and more sinister political trouble—was about to drift over my head. 


24 “Two Uncles Are Here to See You” 


Wherever I went, I seemed to have a knack for befriending “dangerous” 
people and getting myself into serious trouble with the government. In 
the countryside, I befriended Moon Face, the landlord’s son; in the air- 
craft factory, Fountain Pen, the anti-revolutionary who was executed; 
and now in the university, I did it again unwittingly, befriending an- 
other “dangerous” person and finding myself in grave danger before my 
first year at the university was over. 

When Jacquelyn and her husband arrived at Lanzhou University, they 
caused quite a stir—not only on campus but in the entire city. They were 
the first Americans to be permitted to work in the city, which had been 
the center of China’s nuclear program since the founding of the People’s 
Republic. 

Tall, slender, and graceful, Jacky was a talented teacher, and I became 
the best and most interested student in her poetry class. Our friendship 
developed rapidly because we shared many interests: art, education, mu- 
sic, philosophy, and creative writing. After class, we spent hours talking 
about a million and one interesting things. With her encouragement, I 
began writing short stories and publishing them in the local newspapers. 
Since she was studying Chinese, on weekends I went with her to Chinese 
movies and acted as an interpreter. After the movies, we would take 
walks around the town. I was vaguely aware that there was something 
between us that went beyond books, but at twenty-three, I was still shy 
around women and never thought of a relationship with a teacher, which 
to me was sacrilege. That’s why I felt surprised one evening when Jacky 
kissed me quickly on the cheek as we said goodbye after working on a 
joint translation at her apartment. I was flattered that she took an interest 
in me, but I was also apprehensive about where it might lead us. An inti- 
mate relationship with an American would mean big political trouble 
for me. I knew that. Despite the Party’s new Open Door Policy, most 
officials were still deeply suspicious of foreigners, especially Americans. 
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I was not the only one, however, who sensed the danger in my rela- 
tionship with Jacky. Clever Zhao pulled me aside one day and warned 
me in grave terms: “I want to tell you this as a friend, because I don’t want 
you to get hurt. Don’t forget the saying, “The gun always shoots the bird 
whose head pops out first.’ You have become the most conspicuous bird 
on campus. If something goes wrong, the foreigners will go home, but 
you will suffer for the rest of your life. I am sure you do not need to be 
reminded of what happened in 1957.” 

I did not need to be reminded of 1957. My own aunt, Shen Xia, was 
among the victims of the sudden reversal of Party policy. In a democratic 
gesture, the Great Leader encouraged intellectuals to criticize the Party. 
But a few months later when the intellectuals responded in earnest and 
demanded more freedom, the Great Leader abruptly declared the in- 
tellectuals enemies of the revolution. “I was just playing a game with 
them,” he said at the Party’s Congress, “to lure the vicious serpents and 
venomous monsters out of their dens, so that we can exterminate them 
once and for all.” In one fell swoop, he rounded up half a million intel- 
lectual “monsters” and sent them to labor camps. 

I thanked Clever Zhao for his caution and told him that I had taken 
precautions to protect myself: I had stopped going to her apartment to 
do translation work. And since we were not meeting in private anymore 
and were going to movies less frequently, I thought that would be 
enough to remove all suspicion. But I was wrong. 

I received another warning two weeks later. My parents, who rarely 
wrote me, unexpectedly sent me two letters in quick succession. In a very 
roundabout and puzzling way, they asked me to be careful of foreigners. 
Nothing specific was mentioned. Although I was irritated by the tone of 
their letters, I could sense something was wrong and I had better heed 
their caution this time. I decided to cut back further on my outings with 
Jacky. I could not have known, however, that my self-censure and pre- 
caution were too little and too late to alleviate the suspicion of the secret 
police, who had been watching me for some time. 

The first time I became suspicious of someone following us was at a 
movie with Jacky. When the movie ended and people started to file out 
of the theater, I noticed a man in faded gray uniform standing behind us. 
He looked familiar. I had seen him during my walk with Jacky two days 
earlier on the banks of the Yellow River. The man was wearing an old 
green army overcoat then, but his blubbery face was unmistakable. But 
later I dismissed the encounter as a coincidence, for Lanzhou was not a 
very large city. 
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Then came a bolt from the blue. One day I received from my sister an 
outdated issue of The Chinese Youth, the official magazine of the Com- 
munist Youth League. In it I discovered a tiny piece of paper, extremely 
thin and small, taped on an inside page. On it, in faint pencil marks, my 
sister wrote: 


Two plainclothes men from the Security Bureau from Lanzhou have been 
here for the last few weeks. They first went to father’s superior to investigate 
you and our family. They then had a long talk with father. I don’t know the 
details of the talk, but it was certainly about you. Father and mother were 
greatly frightened, and they were not allowed to tell you about the visit. 
That is why they sent you those letters in the past few weeks. Be careful 
with your American teacher. Burn this letter. 


As I was reading the letter, my heart sputtered like an old Soviet Gus- 
69 diesel engine and every part of my body tensed up. I had heard horror 
stories about the secret police before, and knew I was in great danger 
again, perhaps even greater than the danger I had faced in prison a year 
earlier. That night, after I burned the letter, I acted as if nothing had hap- 
pened and went to bed early, to think about my situation. I tried very 
hard to recall what I had said to Jacky, every single detail. I knew I had 
never mentioned anything to Jacky about my experience in the military 
factory or my father’s position in the army. But my word would probably 
never convince the secret police. 

To eliminate the possibility of further suspicion, I suggested to Jacky 
that we stop going to the movies altogether because I was too busy with 
my studies. The measure appeared to have worked. In the following 
weeks, I received no more letters from either my sister or parents and the 
danger seemed to have passed. 

In July, Jacky and her husband finished their one-year teaching assign- 
ment and were getting ready to return to their home in America. On a 
Sunday before their departure, we met for the last time in her office. It 
was an uneasy meeting for both of us. We talked about our joint project 
and our future plans. And then, Jacky took my hands and told me that 
she loved me. I had a feeling that she would say this, but I did not know 
how to respond. I accepted her kiss, my first kiss on the mouth from a 
woman, but I was more frightened than happy, for I half expected the 
door to crash down that very moment and the secret police to rush in and 
seize me. She sensed my hesitation and did not press it further. The next 
day, I felt a sad sense of relief when the van transporting her and her hus- 
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band to the airport pulled out of the courtyard. I thought my political 
trouble was finally over. 

I went home to Beijing to spend the summer, fully expecting endless 
lectures on political caution from my parents. This time, however, I was 
resolved to suffer their preaching in silence, as a gesture of compassion 
and compensation for the fear that they had suffered because of the se- 
cret police’s visit. That was all I was prepared for. I should have been pre- 
pared for a lot more. 

On the third night after my arrival, my father said to me after dinner: 
“Let’s have a word in my bedroom.” My mother and sister did not seem 
surprised. Father’s grim face told me right away that something very seri- 
ous had happened. All my life, my father had never had anything so se- 
cret to say that he had to call me to his bedroom and close the door. 

“Two uncles from Lanzhou will have a talk with you tomorrow,” he 
said in a hushed, irritated voice. Calling men of my father’s age “uncle” 
is a Chinese custom, and I knew he meant the secret police. “I cannot tell 
you anything more about the talk. I want you to be cooperative and 
frank with them. Tell them everything you know. We want you to trust 
the Party’s policy, and if you did anything wrong, you must confess. The 
Party will forgive the mistakes of a young man.” 

There was no warmth, no protective anxiety, not a hint of sympathy 
in his voice. His tone told me that he had drawn a line between us: if 
there was any possibility of wrongdoing, he was prepared to give me up 
to the authorities, to disown me, to condemn me if necessary. I resented 
his tone but did not show my anger as I nodded my head and accepted 
the tacit message. I knew he was trying to protect himself and I could not 
blame him. That was what many Chinese revolutionary families would 
do. 

Nothing else was said between my father and me that night. I tensely 
waited for the coming encounter with the secret police. 

The next morning, on our way to the New Star Hotel near Princess 
Tomb, my father and I said little. Upon entering the hotel lobby, he fi- 
nally broke the silence. “Remember what I told you last night? Tell them 
everything you know. Don’t hide anything. Remember what you say will 
affect not only yourself, but also your family. As long as you tell the truth, 
the Party will treat you fairly.” 

I nodded impatiently. He sounded a lot like Mr. Breakwind now. 

We walked directly to a room on the second floor and saw two 
middle-aged men standing by the door, waiting for us. We shook hands 
with them awkwardly. It was like shaking hands with ruthless gang- 
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sters—one never knew what would come after the handshake. I was a lit- 
tle surprised by the banal looks of the secret agents; they did not look as 
heinous and frightful as their counterparts did in movies. Neither was 
strongly built. One was actually thin and small, probably in his forties, 
with a rough and dry face. The other was tall but blubbery, and looked 
slightly younger, perhaps because of his crew cut. 

My father made the introduction. The small man was Uncle Qi, and 
his partner, the tall and blubbery one, was Uncle Liu. Somehow, the lat- 
ter looked familiar, but I could not recall where I had seen those squint- 
ing eyes before. We sat down around a small coffee table by the window. 
Uncle Qi pulled out a pack of cheap cigarettes, but my father quickly put 
his hand on the pack and smiled broadly. “You must try mine,” he said, 
pulling out a pack of Great Chinas, the most expensive brand on the 
market. Father used to smoke Front Gates, which were half the price of 
Great Chinas. 

The two uncles were delighted. They each carefully extracted a ciga- 
rette from the pack. My father casually tossed the pack on the table, in 
front of the agents. For a few minutes, the three of them enjoyed their ex- 
pensive cigarettes and commented on the hot weather in Beijing. Uncle 
Qi said that he missed the cool breezes off the Yellow River in Lanzhou, 
and Uncle Liu, Mr. Blubbery Neck, said that he missed Lanzhou’s hon- 
eydew melons, which were in season now. Father nodded affably while I 
waited nervously. Finally, Uncle Qi finished the cigarette and turned to- 
ward me. 

“We think you know why we came to talk to you,” he began in an 
official monotone. “To quote a saying, lets open the windows and put 
words in broad daylight. We have found that the American teacher Jie- 
kelin ...” he struggled to pronounce the transliteration of Jacquelyn’s 
name in his Lanzhou accent. “We found that she had some problems. 
You know what I mean. You have been very close to her. Your relation- 
ship with her is, shall I say, unusual. To protect you and your family, we 
have come all the way from Lanzhou to talk to you. We could have talked 
to you at the university, but we didn’t. Why? To protect you. We did not 
want anyone in school to know about this. I think you can see that we 
came all the way for your benefit.” He turned to Uncle Blubber, as if 
seeking confirmation from his partner. 

Uncle Blubber smiled and nodded his freshly cropped head. Both my 
father and I nodded and smiled stiffly to show our appreciation of the 
Uncles’ consideration. 

“Did you watch the Egyptian film Going to the Abyss that was shown 
a few months ago in Lanzhou?” Uncle Blubber asked. 
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I nodded. Now I remembered where I had seen that blubbery face. He 
was the man in the dirty army overcoat who had sat behind us in the the- 
ater and had followed us at the riverbank. 

“Good,” said the blubbery face. “If you are not careful, you could 
wind up like the Egyptian girl in the film: trapped, used, and then de- 
stroyed by foreign agents. I think you know the consequences. Now, 
think it over, and tell us everything you know about this Jiekelin. It’s 
no use to try to hide anything. Actually we know everything about her, 
the Party knows everything, but we want to confirm the facts with you 
first.” 

It was standard police tactics again. Even though I had been through 
it before, I was surprised by how powerful it was, how it was still able 
to rattle me and stir up great fear. Even though I did nothing wrong, 
any slight discrepancy between what they knew and what I said would 
arouse suspicion and could end up ruining my future prospects. But I 
did not have much time to figure out what was safe to say. Any hesitation 
or apparent deliberation would be an immediate cause for suspicion. 

“My contact with Jacky was mostly going to movies and doing joint- 
translation work,” I said. “As a student, I could not refuse her requests. 
She was a professor. She was studying Chinese and needed an interpreter 
at the movies. We watched quite a few movies. After the movies, we nor- 
mally walked down Fishhead Street, going through the farmer’s mar- 
ket—from the farmer’s market, oh, by the way, there was an old woman 
selling thousand-year-old eggs, so I would stop and buy an egg... and 
then we would turn on Jasmine Avenue, and... turn to the right on 
Oyster Street which goes straight to the Riverbank. Oh, we also saw the 
Yugoslavian movie. What was the name of it?” 

I was a little surprised that words just rumbled out of me before I was 
aware of them. They came out in droves like legions of flies. In my mind, 
I could almost see the dirty little insects land on the uncles’ smiling and 
nodding faces. I told them about one movie after another, and made sure 
to digress in all sorts of directions as I did so. While my mouth was 
babbling away, my mind was spinning to recall all the details of those 
movies and walks. I had to get every detail right. We had been followed 
during the walks and I must not omit a single detail, no matter how in- 
significant. 

“Good,” said Uncle Qi, lighting another cigarette. “What else did you 
talk about besides movies?” 

“Oh, we talked about literature, too.” I prattled on quickly and pleas- 
antly. “You know, Shakespeare, Hemingway, and O. Henry. The For- 
eign Language Department was rehearsing a play by Shakespeare, and 
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Jacky was the director of the play. So we talked about that. Oh, we also 
talked about the books that Jacky and her husband were donating to the 
university. It is really astounding to think of them as spies. But what do 
I know? I have never seen a spy. Actually everybody in the department 
liked them, even Mr. Breakwind—I mean Comrade Pi. Even Comrade 
Pi liked them, he said so himself.” 

On and on I rambled, for a long time. I told them everything I could 
think of. But, predictably, the uncles insisted that I tell them more. 

“Tt seems to me that you have not told us everything,” said Uncle Qi, 
glancing at his notebook. “I don’t think I need to remind you how seri- 
ous our conversation is. This is the only chance that the Party will give 
you and you must not squander it. You won't get another chance. Now, 
did Jiekelin ask you about Chinese politics?” 

“Actually, she never did.” That was the truth but I knew they would 
not believe it. 

“But we know there is something she said that you have not told us,” 
persisted Uncle Blubber, with a fixed smile on his plump face. 

I was tired of the game now. “I have told you everything I can think 
of,” I said, my eyes raised to meet the squinting eyes of Uncle Blubber. 
“If you know there is more, you can tell me what I missed.” 

“If it comes to the point that the Party has to tell you what you 
missed,” said Uncle Qi slowly and menacingly, “it will be too late for 
you. Youd better think it over again. We will not wrong an innocent per- 
son. When we ask you to think some more, we know there is more.” He 
had just picked up his sixth or seventh cigarette. The red packet on the 
table was almost empty. 

By this time, I was exhausted and almost committed a fatal mistake. 
“I have told you everything about Jacky and her husband,” I said in a 
surly voice. My cheeks were burning and a dangerous anger began to 
well up in me. “I can’t tell you things that I do not know, can I? Do you 
want me to invent something against her so that you will be satisfied? Js 
the Party blind to the fact that I have been telling the truth?” 

They were a bit taken aback that I had the nerve to say that to them. 

“THE PARTY BLIND?” Uncle Qi echoed in mimicry that upset my 
father more than it did me. 

“Dont you talk to the uncles that way!” my father reprimanded me 
in a harsh tone, and with an equally harsh look. Then he turned to the 
agents with an apologetic smile. 

“We do all this for your own good,” said Uncle Qi. “The Party would 
never mistreat a good man. But it will never let a criminal slip through.” 
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He turned to Uncle Blubber, who nodded his smiling face. “All right,” 
he continued. “We'll call it a day now. Let’s meet here again tomorrow. 
In the meantime, we want you to reflect on what we said about your fu- 
ture and your family’s future.” Uncle Qi tipped his head toward my fa- 
ther, and my father smiled stiffly. The point was not lost on either of us. 

Uncle Qi stood up and took my father aside and conversed with him 
in a low voice for a few minutes. Father nodded eagerly. Then Uncle Qi 
came back and walked me to the door. “Try to remember all the things 
that you or Jiekelin said or did. Remember, small things can often lead 
to big things. Don’t neglect any detail.” 

After dinner that night, my parents retreated to their bedroom, and 
it was a long time before my father reemerged to speak to me. “Your 
mother and I,” he said in a morose tone, “we think you should use the 
time tonight to think hard about the things that you did. If you have 
done something wrong, youd better tell the uncles. That’s the only way 
you can correct your mistakes. You must trust the Party.” 

His tone said it all: they did not believe in my innocence. Like most 
Chinese, they thought that a person was almost surely guilty if the au- 
thorities were investigating him—there wouldn't be any waves if there 
hadn't been any wind. 

‘Tve told them everything I know,” I said to his father, my voice defi- 
ant and resentful. I knew, however, that nothing I said would convince 
them. 

I slept badly that night and had the old dream again, the flying dream. 
I woke up before daybreak, tired and depressed. 

“Thought of anything new?” Uncle Blubber smiled the next morning 
as we sat down at the coffee table again in the hotel room. That damned 
smile never left his plump face. He took a cigarette from a new pack of 
Great Chinas that my father had brought. There was something nasty 
behind that smile. The smile confirmed what I had realized since yester- 
day: the truth, my truth, would never be enough to satisfy them. They 
would not stop hunting until they had torn me apart and chewed the last 
of my bones dry. These two were much worse, much more persistent, 
much more malicious than the two I had faced in prison. While smiling 
mechanically toward the officers, I began to see myself as a fox locked in 
vicious combat with a pair of hyenas, and a new tactic occurred to me. 

I charged my enemies with a burst of stupidity. 

“Yes, I did think of something new to tell you . . . actually, a lot,” I 
said. “I forgot to tell you yesterday that the day we watched a Pakistani 
movie, I found a man sitting behind me and he looked very suspicious. I 
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don’t know how I could have forgotten this important information. But 
he looked and acted very suspiciously. He stared at the American and I 
felt almost certain that he had something evil in his mind. Anyway, at the 
time, I thought he might be a thief. The man looked a little bit like you, 
especially his eyes.” I paused and looked at Uncle Blubber. “He was 
about your height, and his face was also fat, but of course, his face wasn't 
as handsome as yours. Anyway he had a fat, ugly face, and just by his 
looks I could tell that his belly was full of evil water. Anyway, after the 
movie, Jacky and I walked to the bank of the Yellow River—did I tell 
you what we saw on our way there—through a small village? Anyway, af- 
ter the village, we arrived at the bank of the Yellow River, and I saw the 
ugly man again. He was wearing a green army coat. He pretended that 
he did not see us, and I pretended that I did not see him. But he acted so 
suspiciously that I could immediately tell that he was a foreign spy. I 
think he was trying to pass some secret to the American. Anyway, he 
must have something to do with what you are looking for. You must in- 
vestigate this man.” 

I rambled on with joy. Fear had left me and in its place was insolent 
amusement. But all the while, I kept a straight face. Uncle Blubber had 
begun to perspire profusely, and his fat face and neck seemed to be turn- 
ing the color of a cherry tomato. Uncle Qi, on the other hand, was taking 
notes furiously. 

Unlike the first day, I did not wait for their prompt to think more. The 
two agents were astonished by the sudden burst of my ardor. 

“Another thing just came to mind that I think is very suspicious about 
this man,” I continued. “I think you might use this to catch him. When 
he sat very close behind us at the movie, he had really bad breath. He also 
had a big yellow tooth jutting out—” I pretended that I did not see that 
Blubber had just closed his mouth to hide his teeth, and went on with the 
utmost sincerity: “Anyway, there is another thing about this man—” 

“Good, good. Are there any other men that seemed suspicious to 
you?” Blubber interrupted me and tried to redirect my report. But I 
would not let him. 

“Yes, there are. But this man, the man I saw in the movie theater and 
by the Yellow River, is the most suspicious of all. No doubt about it. I was 
going to tell you that there was something peculiar on his coat. It was a 
large, white, irregular mark on his breast, but I suspect that it is some se- 
cret sign of contact. I’ve heard that some foreigners used white roses as a 
sign during a war—was it the War of the Roses? Anyway, of course, I 
know nothing about this sort of thing, I mean, spies and espionage. I’m 
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sure you know a lot more about this than I do. Anyway, you said yester- 
day that small things can lead to big things.” 

Both Uncle Qi and Uncle Blubber nodded in agreement as they 
pulled on their cigarettes. “Yes, yes, small things can lead to large 
things,” Uncle Blubber mumbled. “You said there were other men that 
you thought were suspicious?” 

“Yes, there is a man at the Security Department in Lanzhou Univer- 
sity. I think his name is—yes, his name is Zhang. Although he is the dep- 
uty Party secretary and director of the security, I would not trust his loy- 
alty to the Party. Why? Because I saw him speaking in a hushed voice to 
Jacky’s husband on the day they left for America. The stories you told me 
about all those foreign spies have opened my eyes, and I now see many 
suspicious things that I did not pay attention to before. Anyway, when he 
spoke to the American, he had a silver cigarette case in his hand, and 
come to think of it, it could be a secret sign of some sort, dont you 
think?” 

I was surfing. I had caught the right wave, and I cruised along with joy. 
When I wrapped up the report on Zhang, I went up to another possible 
spy, the deputy director of the university’s Personnel Department, who 
was in charge of monthly meetings of the Communist Youth League. All 
of a sudden, the list of suspects was endless. I had no trouble supplying 
each story with details and descriptions, most of them mundane, and 
therefore credible, but a few of them outlandish, to explain why I had no- 
ticed something amiss in the first place. Had the agents been familiar 
with Balzac, O. Henry, and Maupassant, they would have found bits of 
their work mixed up in my reports. At the end of the day, I promised to 
think things over during the night and to bring them more information 
the next day. The uncles looked at each other dubiously and seemed a lit- 
tle reluctant to accept my offer, but how could they refuse my eager co- 
operation? My father appeared confounded by the sudden flood of sto- 
ries, not knowing whether he should be glad or afraid. 

Early the next day, we knocked on the hotel room door before the ap- 
pointed time because I told my father that I had thought of something 
urgent and must tell the uncles as soon as possible. 

No sooner had the uncles sat down than I picked up where I left off the 
day before: more suspicious things about various officials at school. I was 
now resolved to stay there and tell them stories for as long as they could 
bear it. The stories began to bore the uncles, but I pretended not to no- 
tice a thing. 

“Good, good, this information is very useful. I think we can wrap it 
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up now,” Uncle Qi said, looking at his watch. It was past eleven o'clock 
and they had not had breakfast yet, but I, the simple-minded informant, 
ignored him and rushed on, as if dragging two reluctant dogs for a walk 
in the hot sun. 

Finally, the dogs revolted and refused to move. Late in the afternoon, 
Uncle Qi stood up and put an end to my report. “The information you 
provided is very valuable to us and we are quite satisfied with it. But we 
have to end here. We have some important things we must attend to to- 
night. But I want to remind you that you should not tell anyone about 
our meeting.” 

“But I have not given you the full report on Comrade Pi yet,” I said, 
appearing greatly disappointed. 

“We will have to hear that another time,” said Uncle Blubber, forcing 
a tired smile. 

Inwardly, I breathed a sigh of relief, thinking the dogs had finally had 
enough of my nonsense and would never bother me again. But I was 
wrong. 

“One more thing, before you leave,” said Uncle Qi. “Let’s keep con- 
tact when you return to the university next month. We want you to con- 
tinue to report to us. You must call this telephone number every month. 
Remember, never use a telephone on campus. After you dial the number, 
don't ask to speak to us. Ask ‘Is this the bookstore?’ We will tell you where 
to meet us later. Again, for your own protection, you must not tell any- 
one about this. We have spoken to your father and he agrees with us.” 

Father nodded and turned to me. “You must thank the uncles for the 
trust they are placing in you.” 

My heart sank. I knew it was not trust but a new trap the agents had 
laid for me. I had no choice, however, but to play along. 

At the dinner table after the interrogation on the third day, my father 
proudly declared that he had arranged a car to take the uncles sightseeing 
in Beijing for the next three days. Obviously relieved, he opened a bottle 
of red wine for the meal. “Never, never again get involved with a for- 
eigner,” he warned me at the table. “Next time, you may not get off so 
easily.” 

After returning to campus in September and knowing I had no 
choice, I dutifully made the first call to the “bookstore.” The man at the 
other end of the line was Uncle Blubber. “We have been waiting for your 
call,” he said. “Let’s meet this afternoon at two o'clock in Room 714 at 
the Lanzhou Hotel. Come to the room directly; don’t stop at the front 
desk.” 
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The luxurious hotel was on the corner of Fishhead Street, two blocks 
from the campus. At two o'clock, I stepped into the smoke-filled suite on 
the top floor and saw three figures huddled at the far end of the large sit- 
ting room. An older man, with thinning white hair, was slouched in a 
sofa by the window. Facing them on the couch were my old friends, Un- 
cle Qi and Uncle Blubber. Uncle Blubber nodded to let me sit on the 
couch. The older man on the sofa was introduced to me as Director Nu. 
Clearly he was the Big Boss. When he spoke, the other two leaned for- 
ward and listened attentively and respectfully. Director Nu spoke halt- 
ingly, wheezing all the while as heavily as a blacksmith’s bellows. That 
was fitting, for the room was filled with smoke. He told me that he had 
read the briefing by the agents and was impressed by it and therefore 
came to hear my report personally. 

To be frank, I was a little apprehensive at first; I did not know whether 
the Big Boss was any smarter than his troops. As before, I transformed 
myself into a zealous informant on the spot, and immediately began 
my report. I poured out juicy stories about Mr. Breakwind, Director 
Zhang, and other school officials, as though I had been deliberately col- 
lecting information for them. The Big Boss seemed beguiled by my in- 
formation. 

After warming up, I gave an elaborate report on a young political ad- 
viser, a hated Party loyalist who was called “Smiling Scorpion” by the 
students. Smiling Scorpion had been hired by Mr. Breakwind to super- 
vise political studies. I launched into a long and desultory report about 
Smiling Scorpion’s lecherous smile and her seductive way of addressing 
the Canadian teacher, who had just arrived to replace the American cou- 
ple. Then the romantic intrigue segued into a love story involving Mr. 
Breakwind. I made sure that the drama involved all sorts of suspicious 
signs that would be of interest to the agents. At first, the story was a hit 
with the Big Boss, who rhythmically moved his fat chin up and down in 
encouragement. But as the story got more complicated, he began to 
show signs of fatigue, the inevitable result, I thought to myself, of having 
to move his chin so frequently. After two hours, he struggled to raise his 
arm to look at his watch two or three times, an obvious suggestion that I 
cut my story short. I ignored the hint, of course. My face all earnestness, 
I happily prattled on. I was Virgil guiding my listeners on a journey into 
deep nonsense, and I wanted to make sure they stayed with me for the 
entire trip. 

Finally, thoroughly bored, the Big Boss bailed out. He mumbled that 
he had to go to a meeting and would look forward to my next report. He 
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never showed up for any later meetings. At the door, I held the Big Boss’s 
fat hand and said warmly: “Director Nu, it is such an honor to work for 
you and for the Party. I am proud of the trust you placed in me, and will 
devote all my energy to furthering the Party! Anyway, Uncle Liu, Uncle 
Qi, and I originally planned to meet once a month, but I would like to 
meet more often. I can meet you every two weeks or even once a week. 
Anyway, there’s so much to report that once a month is not enough. Any- 
way—” The Big Boss escaped before I could launch into another story. 

What I did not understand was how the agents could endure the er- 
rant nonsense I poured out month after month and not terminate my 
visits sooner. For more than a year, I met them every month, and without 
exception, all of my reports consisted of long, winding, silly stories star- 
ring Mr. Breakwind and Smiling Scorpion and other Party officials that 
had no real connection to anything of importance. 

In my sophomore year, however, the meetings ended. Uncle Blubber 
summoned me to a hotel and told me one day: “You have done a good 
job for the Party, but we have to end our relationship now. You don’t have 
to contact us anymore. From now on, we want you to concentrate on 
your studies. But be careful; you should never tell anyone about your 
contact with us. If you do not tell, we guarantee that this thing will never 
in any way affect your job assignment and your future. In the meantime, 
we want to you to keep an eye on the democracy movement that is going 
on at your school now. If you see anything suspicious, any foreign influ- 
ence, report to us at once.” 

Appearing reluctant, as if parting from good friends, I said goodbye 
to the uncles. I pumped their hands long and hard, and promised that 
if they ever needed me again, I would be there instantly. I had finally— 
and triumphantly—gotten rid of my unwanted “relatives” and could 
live a normal life again. I never expected to see them again. But fate 
has a funny way of dealing with us, and ironically, more than a year later, 
it was I who desperately needed their help and eagerly sought them out 
again. 


25 “Clever Zhao’s Missing!” 


The Democracy Wall Movement, which Uncle Blubber wanted me to 
spy on, started quietly in Beijing in 1979, like a hungry mosquito landing 
noiselessly on a content, unsuspecting pig. In January, to commemorate 
the late premier Zhou Enlai, who had died in the year of double Augusts, 
some people put out posters and wreaths on a stretch of wall in Xidan, 
a busy commercial district in Beijing. The brick wall, barely the length 
of a basketball court, attracted thousands of passers-by every day. The 
commemorative posters, however, had a political undertone from the 
beginning. The mourners, mostly young students and factory workers, 
cleverly played off of and expanded on the Communist Party’s latest 
official policy—the “Four Modernizations’—to modernize industry, 
agriculture, the military, and science. The posters suggested that China 
need modernization in a fifth area, democracy. The posters struck a 
chord in people’s hearts. Within a few weeks, the Democracy Wall be- 
came a nationwide movement. People began demanding free speech and 
free elections for student unions and trade unions. 

Being fifteen hundred miles from the capital, Lanzhou University was 
slow to catch on to the democracy movement. But when it arrived, it ex- 
ploded with a violent energy. To me, the spring of 1980 was almost a car- 
bon copy of the spring of 1966 when the Cultural Revolution began. 
Hundreds of big letter posters appeared overnight on building walls, pa- 
rades were held daily, and like the Red Guards, people soon separated 
into two opposing camps: the Official Election Committee headed by 
the Secretary of the Communist Party, and the Independent Student 
Election Committee headed by a lanky economics student, Song Ping- 
tai. The latter’s campaign headquarters was in a dormitory room, next to 
mine. Revolutions have a way of picking unlikely heroes. Few could have 
imagined that Song, a quiet and shy man, would be the hero who dared 
to run against a candidate picked by the Party. 

When the Party consented to the demands of the Independent Stu- 
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dent Committee to hold a debate before the election on campus—the 
first that anyone had experienced—the Democracy Movement became 
a euphoric festival. Perhaps because of my recent dealings with the secret 
police, I had a strong desire for political reform and I eagerly participated 
in Song’s campaign. My roommates Clever Zhao, Six-Finger Huang, 
and Squirm also got involved. We wrote posters, printed handbills, and 
collected donations. The day before the debate, I spent the whole night 
writing a speech for Song. The next day, at the debate, our hero trounced 
the Party candidate. Song won the election by a landslide, capturing 
seventy-eight percent of the student vote and becoming the first freely 
elected president of the Student Union. 

A month later, he ran for the District People’s Congress against an- 
other Party candidate, who was none other than Mr. Breakwind. The 
Party mobilized its members and campaigned hard for Mr. Breakwind. 
But Song, with Clever Zhao as his campaign manager, again won hand- 
ily. We were ecstatic. In May, we saw Song walk into the auditorium of 
the District People’s Congress, and we could feel tremendous excitement 
and tension in the hall. All the gray heads of the Party delegates turned 
toward the door silently, as our man sauntered down the aisle in blue 
jeans anda blue jacket. “He is The One,” we heard the gray heads say, and 
we knew what they meant. Song was the one who upset the tradition, the 
one not appointed by the Party, the one who was not one of them. There 
was anger among the roomful of tenured Party appointees. It was plain 
that to them the Democracy Movement had gone too far. 

For five weeks, it was a wonderful spring. At the height of the eupho- 
ria, however, I had a nagging fear at the back of my mind that the Party 
would step in sooner or later and extinguish the flame of the free election 
because I knew how closely the secret police had been monitoring the de- 
mocracy movement. But still I never expected the Party to put an end to 
the Democracy Movement so quickly and so brutally. Just three days af- 
ter Song’s triumphant march into the People’s Congress, the police tore 
down all the democracy posters in the university and declared that the 
Independent Student Union was illegal and was banned. In Beijing and 
in other cities, we soon heard, the police had arrested many activists of 
the movement. 

“Another Victory for the Democratic Dictatorship!” declared the 
headline of an editorial in the Peoples Daily a few days later. “The so- 
called Democracy Movement is actually an ‘anti-revolutionary move- 
ment’ aimed at undermining the socialist dictatorship, and it has been 
mercilessly crushed.” In just a few days, as all signs of the democracy 
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movement disappeared, Mr. Breakwind, with freshly-taped spectacles, 
resurfaced victoriously on campus and ordered a special two-week work- 
shop for all students, to clear our minds of any thoughts of democracy. 

“No one should doubt the Party’s resolve,” he said firmly to us on the 
first day of the workshop. “You young people often forget who brought 
liberation and freedom to China. You must remember that our freedom 
is socialist freedom, our democracy is socialist democracy, and they must 
be under the guidance of the Party. You must never forget that on top 
of democracy there is the Party. The Party hears the people and decides 
what’s best for them. This is what the Great Leader called democratic 
dictatorship. The Party will forgive most of you for what you have done 
as long as you confess your mistakes. But those who led the charge 
against the Party will be remembered and dealt with.” 

Mr. Breakwind’s words were no empty threats. All the leaders of the 
democracy movement were punished upon graduation two years later 
and were sent to the most remote regions. Song himself was sent to the 
Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region (China’s Siberia), and none of us 
heard anything from him again. 

In the days after the crackdown of the democracy movement, I was 
very fearful. I knew Mr. Breakwind would not easily forgive me and my 
friends, who did so much to help bring about his humiliating election 
defeat. I kept a low profile on campus as much as possible. Again, I spent 
most of my time on White Pagoda Mountain, seeking peace and refuge 
in books. 

On ahot night in July, I came back to the dorm very late, around mid- 
night, to disturbing news: Clever Zhao was missing! Earlier that day, 
someone saw him walking toward the swimming pool, but he had not 
returned. The school had been notified and several groups of students 
were setting out to search the campus for him. I went with a group to the 
swimming pool, which had been closed since eight. There was no sign of 
Clever Zhao by the pool or in the locker room. All lockers were empty. 
But I noticed a small bundle of clothing up on a high windowsill and 
recognized that it was Clever Zhao’s. 

We went out and searched the pool immediately. The pool was murky, 
with a yellowish mist hanging over the water. We stepped into water, 
joined hands, and began slowly walking up and down through the water. 
It was Squirm who stepped on Clever Zhao’s body. As soon as the body 
was pulled up, I performed frantic CPR on the limp body, forcing a few 
drops of water and blood out of Clever Zhao’s mouth and nose. But it 
was plain from the moment I touched the body that it was far too late. 
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The body was cold and stiff, and utterly devoid of life. Clever Zhao’s face 
was livid, and without the thick glasses that were always perched on his 
nose, his face looked distorted and puffy. I did not cry at the pool, for I 
was too shocked by my best friend’s sudden death. Clever Zhao was a 
good swimmer. How did he end up at the bottom of the pool? It remains 
a suspicious death to me to this day. 

Clever Zhao’s funeral was held at the White Pagoda Crematory, not 
far from the Park where he used to come with me on some weekends. 
All the teachers and the students of the Class of ’82 from the Foreign 
Language Department went. It was a typical revolutionary funeral, re- 
minding me of the one for Bean Sprout at the aircraft factory. An old rec- 
ord player played slow and pompous revolutionary funeral marches, the 
same ones that were broadcast over the radio whenever a national leader 
died. Mr. Breakwind, representing the Party, read a eulogy, full of the 
very same revolutionary clichés that were always trotted out on such oc- 
casions—Clever Zhao “was a good son of the Party . . . He will live in 
our hearts forever . .. We will transform our sorrow into strength and 
carry on the revolutionary cause that he has left us.” As I knew how 
much he hated Clever Zhao, his eulogy sounded especially distasteful 
to me. 

After the eulogy, we walked past the picture of Clever Zhao on the ta- 
ble, each bowing three times. I thought of my friend’s family, who had 
such high hopes for Clever Zhao, their proud son, the only one from the 
village who had ever gone to a university. He was so close to bringing 
glory to the family. But not one member of the family came for the fu- 
neral; they lived far away and were too poor to afford the travel expenses. 

After the funeral, we were told that we were allowed to observe the cre- 
mation. So a few of us accompanied the body to the basement of the 
building where there were three large furnaces. 

The room with the furnaces was actually a long hall. Through the 
openings in the grate, I could see that two of the furnaces were burning. 
Every now and then, there would be a loud crack and some sparks would 
shoot through a grate and then drop to the floor. The floor itself was cov- 
ered with a fine layer of grayish ash. At the far end of the room, close to a 
furnace that was not burning, was a stretcher. A young woman's body lay 
on it. She was so small that I suspected that she was no more than thir- 
teen or fourteen years old. Evidently she was pregnant for her belly was 
very large. I could not see her face, which was covered with a dirty hand- 
kerchief. 


Two workers laid Clever Zhao’s body on a metal grit on the floor near 
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the middle furnace. He was wearing his best clothes, a padded gray win- 
ter jacket (even though this was summer), and he looked much larger. I 
joined the others around the stretcher for a moment of silence. When it 
was over, I placed a small bowl of pork rind—his favorite food—by his 
body. People started chatting quietly about how the body would burn. 
Someone said the body would twist three times and jump up once before 
it finally succumbed to the flames. 

I suddenly felt a lump form in my stomach. Why did Clever Zhao 
have to die? I was only twenty-five, and had already seen so many deaths. 
I left the room quickly and walked out of the gate of the crematory. The 
sun was setting, shedding golden light on the White Pagoda on the top 
of the hill. As I climbed the hill, I started to cry. But who was I crying for? 
For Clever Zhao? For Bean Sprout? For the patients I could not save? For 
China? For myself? I did not know. 


26 The Nun 


Clever Zhao died in the second semester of our sophomore year, and so 
did my interest in politics. Never get involved in politics again, I told my- 
self after his funeral. More than ever I sought refuge in books; I became 
particularly interested in English novels and began writing a novel my- 
self. Because of my interest in novels, I was quite excited in my junior 
year to hear that our next course, on the English novel, would be taught 
by a new professor, an old lady who had been educated in the United 
States. The fact that she was the only member of the faculty who had a 
degree from a U.S. university was not the only reason that excited me. 
What was most interesting about her was that she was a Christian nun 
who had just been released from prison after serving a twenty-seven-year 
sentence. Six-Finger Huang even claimed that she was the only nun left 
in the entire city of Lanzhou. 

When Miss Zhou first walked into the classroom, the room was com- 
pletely silent. There was an atmosphere of awe in the room when we 
looked at the famous former prisoner as she handed out the syllabi for the 
course. She did not look the way I imagined a longtime prisoner would 
look. With fair skin, few wrinkles, and hair with just a touch of silver, 
she looked to be in her early fifties even though she was in her seventies. 
Nor did she look like a nun. She wore a black sweater on top of a white 
shirt and dark blue pants, both neatly pressed, and the way she dressed 
made her look more like my mother than a nun. I knew what a nun 
should look like. I had seen real nuns once. Before the Cultural Revolu- 
tion had closed all the convents in Beijing, I once encountered two nuns 
on the street. This must have been in the early 60s, for I remembered 
that I was very small and still in kindergarten. I was walking with my fa- 
ther, who had on his colonel’s dress uniform, and as we turned a corner 
toward Wangfujing Street, the busiest shopping street in Beijing, we al- 
most walked into the two nuns. Both of them were foreigners, tall, with 
big noses, and they wore those black-and-white gowns that now can be 
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seen only in movies. For a few seconds, both my father and I just stood 
there and stared at the rare and fascinating creatures. The nuns stopped, 
too, and in unison—as if they had rehearsed it beforehand—bent their 
knees slightly (which I figured was some kind of salute), and stepped 
quietly to the side to let my father and me pass. They held their heads 
straight up and, with faint smiles on their faces, floated by, not saying 
anything. That was how a nun should look. Nuns were supposed to be 
foreigners, and they should wear those black gowns all the time. 

But Miss Zhou looked too ordinary and too kind to be a nun. She was 
not aloof; in fact, she smiled too much. Her soft voice and her well-mod- 
ulated speech reminded me of the best kindergarten teacher that I had in 
the Big Courtyard. There was one thing foreign about her, however: her 
distinct American accent, different from that of all the other professors, 
who spoke with the standard British accent. Ordinary as she appeared, 
she was an engaging teacher and no professor in college captivated me as 
she did in that first class. As far as I was concerned, the only thing that 
was slightly disappointing about her was that she never talked about her- 
self, her religion, or her life in prison. How could someone who had just 
been released from prison after twenty-seven years be so cheerful and so 
peaceful? After a class one day, I could hold back no longer, and asked 
Miss Zhou point-blank: “Is it true that you are a nun? Is it true that you 
spent twenty-seven years in prison?” 

Two or three students, who were nearby and overheard the questions, 
edged closer. 

A faint smile surfaced on Miss Zhou’s face. She did not seem surprised 
at all. Her large eyes looked straight into mine, and she nodded her head. 
I recognized the smile as definitely a nun’s, a smile that was confident and 
serene, unlike the smiles on ordinary people’s faces. I admired her poise. 
“Yes,” she said quietly, but clearly she did not want to elaborate. I knew 
this was a touchy subject and I should not press it. But still, I had many 
questions I wanted to ask Miss Zhou: What did you do all those years in 
prison? Did you have a Bible to read? 

A few weeks later, Six-Finger Huang told me that there was a Chris- 
tian church in the city now, just restored and reopened. The church was 
restored as a result of the Party’s new policy toward religion. “Guess who 
is the minister?” he asked me. “Miss Zhou!” I guessed. Who else could it 
be? “How did you know?” he said. “Of course, that’s just a rumor. I have 
not been to the new church, if there really is such a church.” I felt an irre- 
pressible curiosity to see the church and to see Miss Zhou as the preacher, 
but I said nothing. It would be political suicide to be caught going to 
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church. I still remembered how churchgoers were persecuted and belit- 
tled a few years earlier. Like a child’s whim, the Communist Party’s toler- 
ance toward churches today could change in a matter of minutes and 
without notice. I could not afford to get myself into political trouble 
again after my ordeal with the secret police, which had just ended. 

The next Sunday, I slipped out of the dorm after breakfast, telling my 
roommates that I was going to a downtown bookstore. I found Goldfish 
Lane not far from the commercial district. The lane was barely two 
shoulders wide; it was little more than a dark and damp alley. 

At the end of the lane I saw an entrance, a large black door with peel- 
ing paint. The door was open and I entered the yard that evidently was 
once the backyard of a large church. The tall main building, with its 
pointed spire and weather vane, was now sealed off from the yard. The 
sound of rumbling machinery could be heard in the main church build- 
ing, which was probably a neighborhood factory. The small building in 
the yard looked like a one-room schoolhouse, built with red bricks and 
gray roof-tiles. Brown paper imperfectly covered some of the windows, 
which were apparently broken. 

I walked into the quiet church. It was even smaller than it appeared 
from outside, with only six rows of pews, which were really narrow 
benches without backs. There was no elevated altar. At the front of the 
room, next to the wall, was a long table with white tablecloth, and on it, 
a small statue of Jesus on the cross, the size of a large doll. On each side 
of the statue burned a candle in a white marble candleholder. Their 
flickering flames were barely visible, and looked as if even the slightest 
gust of wind blowing in through a hole in a window would extinguish 
them. There was another small table on the right, also covered with 
coarse white cloth, which served as an altar. About a dozen people were 
sitting on the benches and two or three were kneeling in front of the 
altar and praying. All of them were older people, wearing drab gray or 
black cotton clothes. There was hardly a sound in the room as I entered. 
I could hear my own soft steps as I walked carefully across the brick 
floor. Several heads turned slightly toward the unfamiliar sound, and 
surprise flickered in their eyes; and then, almost imperceptibly, the heads 
dropped back down and resumed the posture of quiet worship and med- 
itation. 

I sat down on the last bench. I could feel the uneasiness that my pres- 
ence caused in the room. An old man sitting next to me kept darting fur- 
tive glances at me. I understood their fear. With my student outfit, I 
looked too much like an official or a secret government agent. I looked 
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around and saw a thin volume with a dark brown cover lying next to the 
woman in front of me. Several other people had similar volumes in 
their hands. 

“Could I borrow this fora moment?” I leaned forward and whispered, 
touching the woman's elbow lightly. The woman shuddered. Without 
looking back, she sullenly said, “Yes.” 

I took the volume. Its pages were stitched together by hand with 
coarse thread, and the edges of the paper were frayed. The cover was 
made of brown kraft paper, now almost black, with greasy stains. On it, 
“The New Testament and Holy Songs” appeared in small handwritten 
characters. I opened the book. Inside, the words were mimeographed on 
thin, brittle white paper, and were so small and faint that they were 
barely legible in places. But the characters were also elegant and flowing, 
and slanted slightly to the upper right in a vaguely familiar way. As I 
flipped through the first few pages, it suddenly dawned on me why the 
handwriting looked familiar: it was Miss Zhou’s! That was the way she 
wrote on the blackboard. 

It was not clear when or from which direction Miss Zhou entered the 
room. But the people in front of me suddenly stood up and Miss Zhou 
was standing behind the altar. 

The service began with songs. There was no organ or piano or any 
musical instrument to accompany the songs. With each song, Miss 
Zhou started the first line, and the rest of the congregation followed. 
They sang earnestly and quietly. Above the low droning voice of the con- 
gregation, I could distinctly hear Miss Zhou. She pronounced the words 
clearly, just as she did in her lectures. I did not know any of the songs, but 
I liked the soft melodies, so peaceful compared to the strident revolu- 
tionary marches that I had heard all my life. After the songs, there was a 
prayer. When Miss Zhou asked God to bless the service, I felt strange. I 
tried to keep an open mind, but I could feel nothing, and I definitely 
could not feel the presence of God. All my life, I had been taught that 
there was no God, and I believed it. But there was something mysterious 
about Miss Zhou, something in her soft voice perhaps, that touched me, 
and I did not feel awkward or silly there, or experience the uneasiness 
that I thought I would. 

Miss Zhou’s sermon was on salvation. I had heard of the terms “salva- 
tion’ and “baptism” during the Cultural Revolution, when such con- 
cepts were ridiculed and denounced as superstition. Some years later, 
when I tried to remember what Miss Zhou said that day, I could not re- 
member. All I remembered was Miss Zhou’s face, a face at once sad, se- 
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rene, and happy, and the tears that sparkled in her eyes at the end of the 
sermon. 

After the sermon, the congregation again sang hymns. I listened to the 
songs and was amused by the old man sitting beside me. The arteries on 
his wiry neck bulged and pulsated in time with his lips, but his singing 
was completely out of sync with the rest of the people. I was nonetheless 
struck by the absorption of the man and I could almost imagine that I 
saw an extraordinary light and energy radiating from his bloodshot eyes. 
Toward the end of the third song, I was annoyed by a sudden and violent 
jolt of the bench, as a latecomer, who was apparently heavy and rude, sat 
down on the other end beside the old man. The newcomer’s presence, 
though no one turned to look at him, immediately sent a chill through 
the room. The volume of the singing instantly dropped to an almost in- 
audible level, as if an invisible hand twisted a dial on the radio. I cast a 
quick angry glance at the newcomer. The man wore a dirty old black cot- 
ton overcoat with the collar turned up, and a dark green army cap. The 
black collar, however, did not cover his enormous blubbery white neck, 
which contrasted incongruously with the dirty coat and with the rest of 
brown, leathery faces in the room. The blubbery neck! It took me a few 
seconds to make the connection, but then I shuddered. It was Uncle 
Blubber, the agent I had reported to for more than a year! I turned my 
face away from him as quickly as I could, and held the hymnbook up to 
my face to obscure it. Luckily, Uncle Blubber was craning his fat neck 
and peering at Miss Zhou and the congregation. I knew the danger I was 
in and immediately switched my mind into a high gear. I could be ex- 
pelled from the university if he reported me. Or worse, I could be ar- 
rested and sent to prison as a crypto-Christian like Miss Zhou. I tried to 
sit still, but I could see the leaves of the book shaking in front of me. 

The congregation finished the hymn. Miss Zhou held up a large white 
porcelain cup and all the people stood up. They then began to shuffle 
into the aisle and to move toward the front of the room to takea sip from 
the cup. When the old man stood up and nudged Uncle Blubber into the 
aisle, I saw my chance. I took a stealthy step backward and then quietly 
slipped out of the room. As soon as I was out of the front gate, I broke 
into a run with my head buried in my coat. I did not stop running until 
I reached the bus stop on the main street. 

For the remainder of my time at the university, I did not go near the 
church. But when I went back to Miss Zhou’s class, I seemed to have 
gained a new perspective on the novels we read. Sometimes I thought 
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that the new perspective was simply due to her voice, the gentle and se- 
rene voice that I had heard in the church. 

Three weeks after my visit to the church, news filtered back to me that 
the church had been shut down again, as part of the government's effort 
to prevent a repeat of the democracy movement that had swept the coun- 
try a few months before. I was not surprised. A year later, it was allowed 
to open again. Church attendance soon grew exponentially, Six-Finger 
Huang later reported to me. (Unlike me, he frequently visited Lanzhou 
after graduation.) The government finally ordered the factory to move 
out of the church proper, and the main building was returned to the con- 
gregation. Six-Finger Huang went to a service years later and told me 
that the church was so packed that he had to stand in the back—almost 
out the door—during the service. 

“Tt felt like half of the residents of Lanzhou were there at the church,” 
an exasperated Six-Finger Huang wrote in one of his letters. “I couldn't 
even get close enough to say hi to Miss Zhou. Wherever she goes, she is 
greeted with so much respect that you'd think she was the Pope. As a mat- 
ter of fact, some people say she may become the first bishop of central 
China since the Liberation.” 

My experience with Miss Zhou and her church was brief, but through 
her I gained a glimpse of Christians, which was quite different from 
what I had been taught about Christians all my life. My previous idea 
of Christians came from communist cartoons, which depicted Western 
missionaries—wearing black robes and long blank faces—who came to 
China to steal ancient artifacts. But since my visit to her church, when- 
ever I thought of Christians, I thought of Miss Zhou and her smiling 
face. Her forgiveness, her kindness, her humanness, and above all, her 
strength in faith, all intrigued me to know more about the mysterious re- 
ligion, even though I was still an atheist and did not believe in God. 


27 The Monster of Ambition 


In my junior year, after the crackdown on the democracy movement and 
the closing of the church, my life in college reached its lowest point. Ven- 
tures into political reform had been thwarted and avenues for exploring 
the religious aspects of life had been closed. Even with all the books 
available to me, college was not the heaven that I had imagined. Receiv- 
ing repeated threats from Smiling Scorpion that I would be sent to Tibet 
upon graduation if I continued to neglect political studies, I began at- 
tending Mr. Breakwind’s political meetings on a more regular basis, 
suffering through the boring sessions as I had at the aircraft factory. But 
I attended other classes less and less, spending more and more time— 
sometimes for a good stretch of the day—at the White Pagoda, lying un- 
der a poplar tree and reading books from the list that Li Ling had given 
me along time ago. More than ever, I missed the conversations that I had 
with Li Ling in the aircraft factory. Although I had not heard from her 
since her marriage, I thought about her from time to time and wondered 
if I should contact her at her mother’s address. But I never wrote the let- 
ter to her that I had drafted in my mind several times, because I thought 
it would be improper for me to contact a married woman. 

To forget about Li Ling, I tried to date a girl from my class, but it went 
nowhere. The girl was pretty, but my conversations with her were always 
dry and boring, and I let the relationship fade after a few months. In 
those days, besides books, the only thing that could bring me some joy 
was the occasional letter from Smoking Devil, which usually was full of 
good news and advice that lifted my spirits for a while. In May, I got a 
letter from him that surprised me. 

“You will never guess what I am doing now,” Smoking Devil said in 
his letter. “I have been promoted to the position of Party secretary of 
the village of Big Porcupine! I am “Uncle Cricket I’ now! Imagine that! 
When the next Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution comes along and 
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a new crop of Beijing Kids is sent to Big Porcupine, Uncle Cricket II will 
show them around. Just like old times. Frankly, it is good to be in a 
position of authority. Better to be the small king of a village than a 
pompous minister in a big city like Beijing. Ministers in Beijing are more 
numerous than hairs on a cow! Didn't I tell you that joining the Party 
was the future for us? My work is to move my lips: giving orders, answer- 
ing the telephone (the village got its first telephone last year), and eating 
at everyone's house in the village (which is the most demanding part of 
my job, although I like it the best). 

“But smoking a good pipe after a good meal is not all that I do these 
days. I have been busy working on the kang too. Iam now the proud fa- 
ther of five Golden Flowers. Five beautiful daughters! And a sixth is on 
the way. I know you are going to scream about the Party’s one-child pol- 
icy. To hell with that! I am a peasant now, and peasants don’t give a damn 
about the decrees of emperors. As the peasants say: Heaven is high and 
the Emperor is far away—too far to touch us. My biggest mission right 
now is to have a son, and I will not let my wife get off the kang until she 
gives me a son. I have a bet with Broken Shoe, who has four daughters 
now and is as determined as I am to get a BIG, FAT SON. Whoever loses 
the bet will throw a banquet for the entire village to celebrate the birth of 
the other’s son. 

“Have you joined the Party yet? Take my advice: This is the best way 
to get ahead in China. Political power means everything—lI am not go- 
ing to tell you all the details, but trust me, it will bring you everything.” 

It seemed that Smoking Devil was right again. With graduation and 
job assignment fast approaching, I knew I had better start improving my 
relationship with the Party secretary or I would be in very serious trou- 
ble. I definitely did not want to end up in Tibet after four years of col- 
lege. Again I contemplated sending Mr. Breakwind an application to 
join the Party. 

One afternoon, as I was drafting an application which I knew was 
hopelessly a waste of time, my friend Young Einstein paid me a visit. His 
visit, unexpectedly, brought new hope to my life. 

“I need your help,” he said without ceremony, holding out a large ma- 
nila envelope. “I need your help with some English letters. I am applying 
to some graduate schools in the United States.” 

He was a top student in the physics department, having won a na- 
tional physics contest a year before. I was not surprised that he was aspir- 
ing to study in the U.S., which was still very rare in China. 
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In the next hour, I drafted several letters in English for my friend and 
after I was done, I talked to him about my frustration and fear of Mr. 
Breakwind and my plan to apply to join the Party. 

“Why do you have to go that stupid route to avoid Tibet?” Young Ein- 
stein asked. “It may get you there even faster if you are a Party member. 
Why don't you try applying to a graduate school in the U.S.?” 

“Tt would be nice to study in the United States, but I can’t,” I replied. 
“First, I don’t have any relatives in the U.S. to sponsor me. Second, you 
know as well as I do that I don’t have money for tuition. As a matter of 
fact, at this very moment, I have eighty-five yuan in the bank, which 
wont even buy me a week’s worth of food in the U.S., let alone a plane 
ticket to cross the Pacific Ocean.” A one-way ticket to the U.S. cost four- 
teen hundred yuan, an unthinkable sum to me at the time. 

“Even though you don’ have any relatives in the States, you can apply 
for a scholarship,” Young Einstein insisted. “That is what I am doing 
now. You see, I don’t have any relatives there either. What have you got to 
lose? The worst that could happen is that you end up in a Chinese restau- 
rant washing dishes for a year and come back home. But even doing that 
you can still save a thousand dollars to bring home. You would never be 
able to save a thousand dollars if you stayed here.” 

A thousand dollars is three thousand yuan. The money was certainly 
alluring. I would be lucky if I could save a few hundred yuan in my life- 
time. I remembered what my friend Little Lenin told me before he mar- 
ried Meatball in the aircraft factory: His life’s goal was to save three hun- 
dred yuan to put aside for emergencies, and to reach that goal, he was 
willing to live very simply and to spend very little, with no eating out, no 
movies, no new clothes, and no new shoes. And I remembered thinking 
at the time, what a pathetic goal in life! Young Einstein was right: What 
did I have to lose? 

“All right,” I said. “Pll give it a try. And I know who to blame if I get 
into trouble this time.” 

But money was not the only reason for my decision. A more impor- 
tant reason, understood but never spoken even among friends, was per- 
sonal ambition, an unmentionable goal in China because it was a “dirty” 
word, a taboo term as dangerous as the word “bourgeois” in the commu- 
nist lexicon. The people the Party officials hated most were those who 
had personal ambitions. Admitting that one had personal ambitions was 
practically political suicide. But I couldn't help it; I was never content 
playing the cards the Party had dealt me. 

“Welcome on board,” Young Einstein said. “But youd better hurry. 
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Pm afraid that we are chasing the last bus now. The door could be closed 
at any time. I hear that the government is already working on restrictions 
on studying abroad.” 

That very day I sent a dozen postcards to universities across the Pacific 
Ocean, asking for application forms. I had not an inkling of how many 
little woes and tribulations such a simple action would bring me. 

The next thing I had to do was obtain school transcripts. I went to the 
Office of Records, and from the stony face of the official behind the win- 
dow I knew right away that there would be trouble. Pouting his lips, the 
man spoke rapidly in a duck-like voice through the small window: “We 
cannot issue a transcript to a foreign school unless you have the dean’s ex- 
press permission.” 

The dean, a soft-spoken, smooth-faced man, told me amiably: “We 
can't give you permission unless you have permission from the Party sec- 
retary of the Foreign Languages Department.” 

The Party secretary was Mr. Breakwind. For two days, I agonized 
about the talk that I had to have with him. I had battled the Party secre- 
tary for nearly three years and I knew it would not be easy. The worst 
thing I could do was to show eagerness to study in America. 

“Comrade Pi,” I opened my rehearsed speech to Mr. Breakwind in his 
office. “For the past three years, you have taught me a lot of valuable les- 
sons: to love the Party, to serve the people wholeheartedly, to make per- 
sonal sacrifices for the cause of the country. I thank you for teaching me 
all these things. I have been thinking long and hard that I must make 
some personal sacrifices to repay the care that the Party has given me. I 
finally found a way: I want to take the ultimate challenge, to study in the 
United States. I know I'll suffer great hardship there, but as you have 
said, hardship will temper our revolutionary spirit. Pll bring back the 
knowledge that I learn there, and bring back all the money that I earn 
there, to give them to the country and the Party. Of course, I'd be very 
happy to work here for the Party too and do a good job. But I think I can 
make a bigger contribution to the Party by going to America.” 

My speech was full of correct Party clichés but it still failed to move 
the suspicious Party secretary. “Studying in America? In the very pulsat- 
ing heart of capitalism? This is a very serious matter and I will have to 
convene a committee meeting to discuss it.” 

To my complete surprise, however, Mr. Breakwind granted my re- 
quest two weeks later. “There are two conditions,” he said, holding the 
letter of permission. “One, you start attending the special weekly politi- 
cal study sessions for Party activists and make an effort to join the Party. 
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Two, you help Feng Xia apply to study in America. You know that she is 
a good Party member and the committee has decided that it will be bet- 
ter if she goes with you.” Smiling Scorpion going with me? How absurd! 
She was dead last in her class and was probably still an eighth grader, edu- 
cationally speaking. What was she going to study? Was she going to spy 
on me? 

But time was short and I could not worry too much about her, so I 
agreed to the conditions and received the precious letter from the Party 
secretary. 

Armed with Mr. Breakwind’s letter and closely affiliated with a solid 
Party member like Smiling Scorpion, I sailed forward with a strong but 
gentle breeze behind me. In two weeks, I obtained transcripts from the 
Dean’s Office and the Office of Records. 

Since Young Einstein, his girlfriend, and I all had excellent academic 
records, we each won scholarships from American universities. Smiling 
Scorpion, however, failed to be admitted, due to her poor academic 
record. 

But the academic and financial hurdles turned out to be the lowest 
ones we had to jump. The real challenge was getting a security clearance 
and a passport from the Security Bureau. 

Before going to the Provincial Security Bureau, we first needed a secu- 
rity clearance from the Public Safety Department of the university. The 
business of issuing a security clearance was taken very, very seriously; 
everybody was seen as a potential defector. My application went into the 
Public Safety Department, but, as the Chinese say, like a mud cow walk- 
ing into the ocean, it never walked out. Young Einstein and I went to the 
Office of Public Safety every two or three days for a month. Director 
Zhang bluntly told us that it would be a long wait. 

“I have sent letters of inquiry to all the places where you have lived,” 
he said, nodding his head, “to check your political backgrounds. And as 
for you, Fan Shen, your past is more complicated—you know what I 
mean—and I have sent my personal assistant to Beijing and to Xi’an to 
investigate. Frankly, the Party has to make sure that it can trust you. You 
belong to the country, and the country has to be responsible for you. We 
are prepared to take as long as necessary to do a good job.” 

One day, however, when Young Einstein and I checked at the office, 
we were surprised to find Director Zhang in an elated mood. “Have a 
seat,” he said, smiling for the first time. “I have news for both of you. You 
don't have to come here again.” My heart leapt, anticipating an approval. 

“The Communist Party has just issued Document Number 14.” The 
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Director picked up a thick manila envelope with a red hammer-and- 
sickle seal on it and tapped it triumphantly. “It stipulates that all college 
graduates must work for a minimum of two years for the country after 
graduation before they are eligible to apply for a passport. So, there you 
are.” He handed us the envelope. We both sank into our chairs. 

“I hate this country and I want to strangle that director,” seethed 
Young Einstein after we had walked out the Office of Public Safety. “I 
have got to think of a way to escape. I am prepared to tape the admission 
papers inside my swimming trunks and swim across the channel to 
Hong Kong.” 

“I can't swim,” his girlfriend quickly butted in. “Besides, I don’t want 
to end up ina shark’s stomach.” 

“Few succeed in swimming anyway,” I said soberly, though I was 
burning equally with a strong desire to escape. “Many people drown at 
sea and most of the few who reach shore are captured and sent back to 
China. The government sends them to prison as traitors.” 

“I know that,” Young Einstein said, calming down now. “I am think- 
ing. . . maybe we can walk across the mountains of Yunnan and slip into 
Burma. There’s a long border there, and there’s got to be some place 
where we can slip through.” 

“But we don’t know the roads,” said his girlfriend, clearly frightened. 
“There are lots of border guards, and they're very good at capturing peo- 
ple who try to escape.” 

“Before we take that kind of risk,” I said, “let’s think of other possibili- 
ties. Maybe we can persuade the Party officials in our departments to ex- 
empt us from the new regulation.” 

I spoke to Mr. Breakwind the next day and tried to win his support. 

“It’s too bad,” said Mr. Breakwind after listening to my speech. He 
seemed sympathetic but was actually overjoyed. “I knew it was no use. 
But you young people would not drop tears until you saw the coffin—pat- 
don me for using the cliché. Now you should settle down and be content 
to work in China. What’s so great about going to America? The Party 
needs you here. Remember, trying to do anything of your own will al- 
ways brings you trouble. Only the Party knows what’s best for you. If the 
Party needs you to study abroad, it will call you.” 

I did not want to give up so easily. It was no use trying to reason with 
moronic local officials like Mr. Breakwind. Perhaps a more powerful 
“heavenly sword,” a high official in Beijing, might help us get around the 
new restrictions. 

For weeks, Young Einstein and I carefully drafted a letter and 
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searched for a connection in the sky. We were looking for someone, a 
nephew, a son, a former servant or a guard, who had access to a high- 
ranking Party official and who could hand in our letters personally. I re- 
membered that my friend Baby Dragon had become a lieutenant colonel 
at the Central Military Committee in Beijing and he might have connec- 
tions. So I wrote to him and asked him for help. He agreed to find con- 
nections to pass the letters on to an official in the Ministry of Education. 
Even though our connection to such a high official was extremely tenu- 
ous, it was the only thing we could think of, and we clung to our hope for 
a miracle. But the miracle never happened. 

I then tried to enlist my parents’ help but received, instead, a series of 
standard lectures that even Mr. Breakwind could not have improved 
upon. Obey the Party’s orders. Be content with the Party’s assignment. 
Subordinate personal interests to the interests of the Party and the coun- 
try. I understood my parents’ thinking and knew that all the lofty slo- 
gans they gave me were not for my benefit, but to protect themselves. 
Party members all their lives, they regarded my ambition as a potential 
danger to them. 

Throughout the summer, Young Einstein and I continued our futile 
efforts. We sent numerous letters to the Ministry of Education, the State 
Department, and the Party’s Central Committee, but the letters were all 
returned to officials at the university. Mr. Breakwind sighed as he waved 
a stack of letters that I sent to Beijing. “Didn't I tell you it’s no use?” he 
said, shaking his head. “You must believe that the Party has the best in- 
terests of you young people in mind when it makes its decisions. You will 
only bring more trouble to yourself if you try to do things on your own. 
Trust the Party.” 

Days became weeks and then months: May, June, July, August. The 
American universities, upon learning our situation, also sent letters on 
our behalf to Premier Zhao Ziyang. But the letters were like rocks 
dropped into the ocean, and they disappeared without a trace. I was so 
desperate that, feeling like a dead pig no longer afraid of boiling water, I 
seriously considered swimming across the open sea to Hong Kong. 

Finally, our time ran out. The American school year began in Septem- 
ber. The battle was lost. We reluctantly wrote letters to the U.S. universi- 
ties and very sadly gave up our hard-won scholarships for the year. 


28 The Last Battle in College 


Now that I had lost the battle to obtain a passport, I had to plunge into 
the other battle that had been looming in front me: my job assignment. 
Our class had entered its last semester. 

We all knew the importance of the long anticipated event. Some peo- 
ple had been positioning themselves and preparing for the once-in-a- 
lifetime battle ever since they were freshmen. A job assignment from the 
Party is more of an order than an offer. Since there were few private enter- 
prises in China in those days, refusing a Party’s assignment would leave a 
terrible political mark in a graduate’s file, which would practically ruin 
the rest of his life. Consequently, few college graduates dared to turn 
down the Party’s assignments, even though accepting them might mean 
enduring long separations from their families or years of working at jobs 
they did not like. 

In March, after the president of the university had returned from Bei- 
jing, where he had attended a national conference on job allocations, as 
if to prepare us for the unhappiness and shock that many of us would un- 
doubtedly experience upon announcement, the administration leaked 
word that this year there would be fewer good jobs than in previous 
years. Many people would not be sent back to their hometowns, which 
was an unstated priority for every graduate. 

In April, three months before graduation, each department formed a 
committee in charge of job assignments. In the Foreign Languages De- 
partment, the committee consisted of Mr. Breakwind, Smiling Scor- 
pion, Professor Dai and Instructor Wu, all of them Party members, 
which did not bode well for my prospects. Rumors circulating in the dor- 
mitory added further to my worries. “There are only three positions in 
Beijing and one in Shanghai for English majors this year”; “Sixty percent 
of the graduates will be middle-school teachers in remote rural schools 
and there is indeed a position in Tibet.” Rumors like these kept not just 
me, but everyone, on edge for weeks; the last thing I wanted was to go to 
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Tibet. In my department, five of us were from Beijing and two from 
Shanghai. If the rumors were true, there would not be enough positions 
in these cities for all of us to go back home. Fear gave way to open and 
ugly competition for the positions, turning classmates and friends into 
bitter enemies. Behind the scenes, the campus had become a brutal bat- 
tlefield. 

One particularly ugly fight was between two of my classmates from 
Tianjin, the third largest city in China. Rumor had it that there was only 
one position in Tianjin. One of them could not go home. For weeks, 
each of them went to the job committee and bad-mouthed the other in 
vicious terms in order to increase his chances of getting the job himself. 
The bitter battle made them mortal enemies and they never spoke to 
each other afterwards. Theirs was not a unique case. 

In the weeks leading to the announcement of assignments, everyone 
tried to pull some strings or to find a back door, that is, to favorably in- 
fluence members of the job committee by whatever means he could. Par- 
ents who had influential positions visited members of the job committee 
on behalf of their children. Those without powerful parents sent gifts. 

Following common sense, I paid my share of visits to members of the 
job committee. It so happened that one of the teachers, Professor Dai, 
had been my bridge partner the previous year. But I knew that a single 
friendly ally was not enough to overcome my powerful opponents on the 
job committee. Mr. Breakwind and Smiling Scorpion had always re- 
garded me as the quintessential troublemaker of the department, and 
had been threatening for four years to send me to Tibet or Xinjiang, 
where emperors used to banish their troublemakers. I had to find a way 
to make sure that it would not happen. Although my father was a high- 
ranking Party official, I knew I could not count on him. He was too 
afraid of my making trouble for himself and would probably give me an- 
other stern lecture on obeying and serving the Party, instead of visiting 
the school to lobby on my behalf. 

For days, I mulled over possible strategies to improve my chances. 
Then I had an epiphany: I too had strong and powerful “friends” I could 
count on. I had the secret police, to whom I had had to report every 
month until a year ago, and with a little bit of ingenuity, I might be able 
to redirect their awesome firepower to my enemies. It was an audacious 
and titillating thought and I made my plans accordingly. 

I called the “bookstore” the next afternoon. Uncle Blubber answered 
the phone. “Uncle Liu, this is Fan Shen,” I said in an urgent tone. “I must 
see you at once. I have something urgent to report.” 
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The two uncles rushed over from the other end of the town and we 
met at the Lanzhou Hotel. Without much ado, I once again transformed 
myself into a naive zealot, silly and talkative to the extreme, and reported 
in all seriousness the “important information’ that I had just uncovered 
about Mr. Breakwind. 

“Mr. Breakwind—Comrade Pi, I mean, has been acting very weird 
lately,” I said breathlessly. “Today, I saw him talking to the Canadian 
teacher. As I was passing by, he slipped a piece of paper to the foreigner 
and left immediately after that. Anyway, with the training you have 
given me in the past few years—you said small things can lead to big 
things—I could immediately tell that he was trying to hide something. 
Anyway, I have had my doubts about him all along and this was so bla- 
tant that I just had to report to you right away.” As usual, I offered an 
analysis of my suspicions and did not hesitate to embellish my report 
with juicy details. I felt no guilt about the ridiculous fabrications. In fact, 
it gave me tremendous pleasure to imagine the iron-faced secret agents 
grilling a terrified Mr. Breakwind. 

I followed the account on Mr. Breakwind with another on Smiling 
Scorpion, who I suspected was an accomplice of Mr. Breakwind. She 
was Mr. Breakwind’s mistress, as everybody knew. I strongly suspected 
that the reason he had allowed me to pursue studies in America was to 
camouflage rewarding her. For an hour, I savored the experience of feed- 
ing those two dim-witted but very dangerous secret agents great gobs of 
tasty nonsense. This would be the last time I was able to do so. More im- 
portantly, I knew that my gibberish would have profound effects on my 
enemies. I meant to bore them thoroughly so that they would do any- 
thing to get rid of me for good. 

After about an hour, my report started to get on the agents’ nerves. 
That fit into my plan quite well. 

Uncle Blubber interrupted me after one particularly long-winded 
story and said, “Thank you for your report. We will have to go back and 
study it now. We are satisfied that you are vigilant and loyal to the Party, 
and we have decided that after your graduation, you need not keep in 
touch with us any more.” I guessed he was beginning to fear that I might 
call them again and again and inflict more torturous reports on them 
when he repeated and emphasized his last sentence. “I mean, from now 
on, you dont have to report to us anymore. THIS IS AN ORDER. You 
must act as if you have never known us.” 

“But I must remind you,” Uncle Qi added in his customary cold and 
threatening voice, “that you should never utter a word to anyone about 
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our meetings. I think you understand the consequences if you do tell 
anyone.” 

I certainly did understand the power they had. That was why I was 
there. But his last remark also provided me with exactly the opening I 
had been angling for. I saw my chance and grabbed it. “But I have a prob- 
lem now. You said last time that you would guarantee that my working 
for you would in no way affect my graduation and job assignment. But 
because I have been working for you and reporting on a few people in my 
department, and they somehow seem to know that I am responsible for 
the unfavorable reports. Comrade Pi, who is heading the job committee, 
is now trying to punish me by giving me a bad job. He told me so. He 
said that, given my absences from political studies, I stood a good chance 
of going to Tibet. But all those times that I was absent, I was out gather- 
ing information for you. I was working for the Party. I need your help. I 
have worked so hard for you and for the Party. Should I be punished for 
working for the Party—?” My voice trailed off, accentuating the im- 
pression that here, before them, was a submissive servant who should not 
be treated unfairly. “Could you talk to the job committee and let them 
know that I should be treated favorably because of my special service? Or 
should I tell them myself?” 

I was amazed at my own boldness. As I was uttering the last sentence, 
I shrank into the corner of the sofa and did my best to look like a weak, 
pathetic victim of circumstances. I knew that the simple-minded agents 
would enjoy exercising their power, especially since they could congratu- 
late themselves for their compassion and justice in doing so. But I also 
knew that they wanted to make sure that an annoying moron like me 
never returned, and, most important of all, did not want the fact that 
they had been spying on the faculty known. 

“No, no, you don’t want to tell them that,” said Uncle Blubber. “We'll 
see what we can do. You can be sure that we will do our best to protect 
you. Now, remember, DO NOT contact us anymore.” 


The day when job assignments were announced was a tense one. I was 
quite nervous because I did not know whether the secret police had done 
anything on my behalf, and I did not hold out much hope that they had. 
At nine oclock in the morning, the entire graduating class of the Foreign 
Languages Department assembled in a large classroom. The job com- 
mittee members, every one of them, sat behind a long table facing the 
class. They looked very, very serious and the room was very, very quiet. 
All the anxious eyes were fixed on the white sheet in the hands of Mr. 
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Breakwind. Standing at the podium, head held high with his round 
glasses still held together with white tape, Mr. Breakwind slowly sur- 
veyed the fidgeting crowd. It was his day and he relished it. 

“Class of 82,” he began in a triumphant blaring voice. “On behalf of 
the Communist Party, the faculty and staff of Lanzhou University, I 
congratulate all of you for graduating from this university. But, as Sun 
Yat-sen, the founder of the First Republic, said, “The revolution has just 
begun, and comrades, you must work harder.’ You have acquired knowl- 
edge and skills, and now it is time to give back to the Party, to the coun- 
try, and to the people. Our Great Leader Chairman Mao taught us that 
we must subordinate our personal interests to the interests of the Party. 
There have been thousands of fine examples of revolutionaries who an- 
swered the call of the Party and went wherever the Party called them.” A 
lengthy speech followed on the honor of serving the Party and obeying 
the Party’s assignment. No one paid any attention, and after a few min- 
utes there was impatient and irritated fidgeting. 

“Now, the moment of truth and the test—remember, no matter 
where you go, it is an honor to serve the Party.” 

We leaned forward stiffly, intense and anxious as Mr. Breakwind 
slowly read each name and assignment. 

“Zhang Yimin, the Municipal Food Bureau in Changsha.” A collec- 
tive cheer went up for the young man. He was going home. It did not 
matter what kind of job he would have in the food bureau. 

“Hui Tu, the Second Middle School in Fox County, Gansu province.” 
A sympathetic sigh was heaved for the unfortunate quiet girl from Hebei 
province. She buried her head between her knees and started to sob inau- 
dibly. We turned our faces to Mr. Breakwind again. 

“Hua Xinpi, the Department of Transportation at Great Desert 
County, Qinghai province.” Another round of sighs, followed by angry 
mumbles from the disappointed graduate. 

There were far more tears than cheers. 

“Qian Le, the Henan Technical College in Zhengzhou.” Squirm 
laughed out loud when he heard his assignment. He turned to look at me. 
I gave hima thumbs-up. I knew why Squirm enjoyed such good fortune. 
He had delivered six bottles of the best sesame oil from his native town 
to Mr. Breakwind and Smiling Scorpion ten days earlier. 

“Huang Laishi, the First Lhasa Middle School in Tibet.” Everyone 
turned around and looked at Six-Finger Huang, who had received the 
worst assignment so far. He was too shocked to show any reaction. As if 
to prevent an anticipated outburst from Six-Finger Huang, Mr. Break- 
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wind calmly offered an explanation to the class. He did not dare look in 
Six-Finger Huang’s direction. 

“Tibet is still a virgin place. It is the place where college graduates are 
most needed. This is the most honorable job assignment of the year, and 
of course, the most challenging. The Party committee took a long time 
deciding who should have the honor and who deserves such trust from 
the Party. We thought that Huang Laishi would be the best choice for 
the job. It is a tremendous opportunity. College graduates are so scarce 
there that you may soon be the Party secretary in the middle school, if 
you work hard for the school and for the Party. Huang Laishi, please ac- 
cept the Party’s congratulations.” The room was silent. I could not look 
at my roommate of four years. 

The girl with the highest grade point average took the only position in 
Shanghai, her hometown. The two positions in Beijing went to two stu- 
dents with high-placed parents. No one was surprised by their assign- 
ments. With these positions gone, I knew I had failed and I was more 
fearful than ever. How would I react if I were sent to a country school in 
Tibet? I dreaded to hear my name. 

Now that the positions in Shanghai and Beijing were gone, everyone 
was listening for the third best location, Tianjin. Tianjin is an hour from 
Beijing by train, and had been the object of a bitter smear campaign be- 
tween the two Tianjin natives, for there was only one position in their 
hometown. The whole class waited to find out the outcome of their bit- 
ter and nasty battle. 

“Zhe Yi, the archive room at the Dry Lake Vocational School, Hebei 
province.” Zhe Yi, a lanky man with long loose limbs, stared daggers at 
his chief rival from Tianjin. Liang Hao, his rival, gloated. Now it seemed 
certain that he would be going home. He did not have to wait long to 
find out. 

“Liang Hao, the Second National Machine Tools Factory, in Bitter- 
Melon County, Hebei province.” People audibly gasped. “What?” Liang 
Hao burst out, not believing his ears. No Tianjin native going back to 
Tianjin? Was the position in Tianjin eliminated? 

Everybody in the room now wondered who had gotten the job in 
Tianjin. There were only a few names left on the roster. The audience be- 
came tense again, anticipating a surprise of some kind. 

“Cao Ji, the Red Foundation Middle School in Gray Rabbit County, 
Yunnan province.” Another disappointed graduate. But by now our sup- 
ply of sympathy had been exhausted. There was little reaction. 

My name was the last on the list. 

“Fan Shen, Tianjin Institute of Light Industry, Tianjin.” Loud ap- 
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plause thundered through the room. At last someone had done better 
than expected. I could not believe what I had heard. Everybody turned 
around to look at me, who turned out to be the luckiest man of the day. 
The two teachers on the job committee, sitting in front, beamed at me. 

To quiet the angry murmurs of the two Tianjin natives and the envi- 
ous mumbling of everyone else, Mr. Breakwind raised his hands and 
took some time to explain the unique assignment. 

“This was a teaching position at a good college,” he said, “and we need 
to send one of our best graduates to show people on the east coast how 
good our graduates are. Fan Shen has the second highest grade point av- 
erage in the entire graduating class and therefore he should be appointed. 
Besides, in the past four years, he has demonstrated his loyalty to the 
Party and has earned the Party’s trust. Let’s hope that he will continue 
to serve the Party well in the new position.” I smiled, knowing that it 
was political manipulation, not my virtue as a student or my supposed 
loyalty as a communist, that had earned me Mr. Breakwind’s praise. 
I also felt a bit guilty, but only a bit. Neither Mr. Breakwind nor any 
Party official cared about academic achievement to any great extent, and 
everyone knew, and responded to, the fact that job assignments were 
more political maneuvering and bribery than anything else. 

That evening, I had to suppress my elation in order to console some of 
the unhappy job recipients. Young Einstein was assigned to the School of 
Agriculture in Weeds County, thirty miles from Beijing. Not a good job. 

“Irs so unfair,” Young Einstein said. “The two people at the bottom 
of my class got the best research positions in Beijing, at People’s Univer- 
sity, and I am the top student in the department but I have to teach in 
Weeds County.” 

I also felt sorry for my two classmates from Tianjin, both of whom 
had been my friends for four years. I was especially sorry for Six-Finger 
Huang, and I took him out for dinner that evening. Later that night, ly- 
ing in bed, I thought of the day’s events and still could hardly believe that 
I came out of this treacherous situation a big winner. The good job, how- 
ever, was only part of the reason that made me so happy that night. What 
made me even happier was the thought that my distasteful and humiliat- 
ing dealings with Mr. Breakwind and Smiling Scorpion were over, and 
happier still, my dangerous contact with the secret police was over. That 
night I slept very little and I looked forward to the morning when I 
would start my journey to a new life in Tianjin. 

esd 
The poplar trees on White Pagoda Mountain were past full bloom and 
were shedding their brownish flowers on the ground when I walked 
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along the familiar path one last time in the afternoon. The dark leaves 
looked like millions of giant earthworms. Treading carefully on what 
looked like a worm-laden carpet, I found the small stone marking the 
grave of Clever Zhao. I knelt down on one knee and used my hands to 
dig a shallow hole in the soft, grassy ground. I then took a large wooden 
bowl out of my satchel, placed it carefully in the hole, and puta steamed 
bun in the bowl. 7 hope you will have enough to eat now, wherever you are, 
I said silently to my friend. He would have been so happy but also so sad 
on this day, the day after graduation, when we would have had to part 
anyway. 

I sat down under a large alder tree and looked toward the Yellow River 
and the city next to it. A train whistled in the distance. I could see a beau- 
tiful cloud of white steam rising, trailing behind the locomotive as it 
slowly pulled into Lanzhou Station. It was the daily express that had just 
arrived from Beijing. It would leave in four hours, at 7:15, and carry me 
back east. 


And we forget because we must, 
And not because we will. 
Matthew Arnold 
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After a brief visit to my parents and sister in Beijing, I went to Tianjin 
on August 1, 1982, to report for my job. The easy one-hour train ride 
from Beijing to Tianjin was pleasant and fast, and I got off the train in 
high spirits and boarded a bus, which took me to a place called Hui Dui 
(which literally means Trash Dump), where the college was located. It 
seemed that the street was well named. It had a row of small and dirty 
restaurants on either side of the college entrance and their garbage, rot- 
ting vegetables and ashes from burnt coal, was heaped by the curb. The 
place might have been a real trash dump years before and it seemed still 
to be trying to live up to its name. In truth, though, I barely noticed the 
filthy appearance of the street on that bright summer day, for I was still 
dazed by the narrow, almost unbelievable victory of two weeks ago. 

With a light heart I walked into the personnel office on the sec- 
ond floor of the administration building. It was a small dingy room, 
crammed with wooden desks and tall file cabinets. A man rose to greet 
me from behind a desk crowded with newspapers and teacups. He was 
perhaps fifty years old, wearing glasses as thick as a soy-sauce bottle, and 
his brown, wrinkled face reminded me of the parched insides of the 
squashes that were drying on the roofs of farmhouses along the train 
tracks. 

“My name’s Lang and I am the head of the Personnel Department. On 
behalf of the Party committee, I welcome you to our college, Fan Shen,” 
he said with a dry smile after examining my papers. 

We shook hands. I sat down on the wooden chair by the door. Squash 
Face came to the point of the interview right away. 

“The Party Committee thought very highly of your credentials. You 
have the second highest grade point average in your class and your gradu- 
ation thesis is brilliant. Twenty-three new college graduates have been as- 
signed to us this year. We looked at everyone’s records very carefully and 
we are most impressed with your credentials. You are one of the best 
graduates we've got this year.” 


228 WATER 


I was flattered. 

“As the Great Leader said,” Squash Face continued, “ “The ablest per- 
son should get the most challenging job.’ Of course, challenge also 
means reward. The Party Committee has decided to assign you to the 
Department of Salt Chemistry in Tanggu as an assistant lecturer. I need 
to point out that this is a special honor and a reward for a good student 
like you. That department is the most desirable place in the college. It is 
located on a small campus in the beautiful district of Tanggu, only forty 
miles from Tianjin. It is semi-autonomous, and therefore offers a greater 
opportunity for promotion and better living quarters. We have a short- 
age of dorms here. But in Tanggu, since they dont have many young 
teachers, you might get your own room. You will be happy when you see 
the place.” 

I liked the idea of “a semi-autonomous campus” and my own dorm 
room. I had been sharing rooms with five or six people over the past four- 
teen years, ever since I went to live in a cave-house with the army of Bei- 
jing Kids. 

“When should I report there?” I asked, impatient to leave Squash 
Face’s smoke-filled den and to settle down in my own room. 

“I am pleased that you have accepted the Party’s assignment,” said 
Squash Face with a broad smile. “There is a truck to the train station in 
the next hour. I will call the driver to take you and your luggage there. If 
you need anything, just let me know. Again, congratulations.” 


It was quite a change to board the train from Tianjin to Tanggu, for un- 
like most trains in China, this one was clean and not crowded. I easily 
found a window seat and enjoyed the forty-five-minute journey. The 
skyline of Tanggu was dominated by the smokestacks of petroleum 
and chemical plants, but that did not prevent the city from giving me a 
pleasant impression as I got off the train and strolled the short distance 
from the train station to the campus, which was located at the center of 
the town. Quiet, clean, and with unusually few pedestrians, the shady 
streets were lined with young maple trees and contrasted sharply with 
the crowded and barren streets of Tianjin. Not far from the train station 
I spotted a beautiful park. From the street, I could see tall weeping wil- 
lows and birch trees along the shore of a lovely lake. There was even a 
white swan swimming leisurely in the water. But the best thing was, I no- 
ticed, that there was hardly anyone in the park! I could picture myself 
spending many peaceful afternoons there, lying under the big willow 
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tree by the footbridge and reading my “idle” books, just as I did under 
the White Pagoda in college. 

The campus was not large, but was immaculately clean. It had white 
buildings on all four sides, much like an enlarged version of a traditional 
four-sided courtyard in Beijing. The yard was paved with lead-colored 
bricks and, like the streets outside, was quiet and deserted. I thought it 
was very pleasant. 

On the first floor of the administration building, I found the recep- 
tion room and entered. Inside, it was so bright with the afternoon sun 
that it took me a moment to make out the furniture and the figure sitting 
behind the desk. A young woman with a sweet face stood up to greet me, 
and her voice was like a nightingale’s: “You must be Fan Shen,” she said 
warmly. “We have all been waiting for you. You are a famous person here; 
the whole campus knows that you are coming. Have a seat. Would you 
like some tea?” She lifted a large red thermos bottle from the windowsill 
and poured me a cup. “I will let Chairman Zhang know that you are 
here. He has arranged everything for you.” She walked past me toward 
the side door and flashed me a sensual smile that made my heart throb. 
She left, but her beautiful dimples and plump red lips stayed behind. 

Teacup in hand, I sat down on the couch and looked around. Every- 
thing was clean, peaceful, and cheerful. The luck that I had had with my 
job assignment began to sink in. I felt very fortunate. I thought of all 
my unlucky classmates who were reporting to shabby remote country 
schools. I thought of the two classmates from Tianjin who had destroyed 
each other’s reputations and neither of whom got this job. I thought of 
Six-Finger Huang, who was probably drinking Tibetan horse milk and 
chewing a half-burnt yak leg now. One moment we were all college 
friends eating in the same dining hall, and the next moment, we were 
scattered across the country. A lucky few like me were enjoying the ame- 
nities of big cities, while others were suffering the hardships of country 
villages. 

I savored the redolent aroma from the teacup in my hands and heaved 
a sigh of contentment. A yellow bird was twittering on the peach tree 
outside the window. Even the birds here seemed happier. A sudden 
spasm of remorse seized me. I felt sorry that I had done many mischie- 
vous things to Mr. Breakwind. Come to think of it, he was not sucha bad 
person, just a small naive bureaucrat still holding on to the outdated 
rules and ideals of the Party. After all, he was the one who assigned me 
this good job. I felt a little ashamed and guilty that I had made up so 
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many stories about him and reported him to the uncles. Once I am set- 
tled here, I decided, I will write a letter to Mr. Breakwind and apologize 
for what I had done and thank him for the job assignment. 

I raised the teacup to my lips, and the reverie and benevolent dream 
ended with one sip. 

It was the tea. Something was funny about the tea. Actually, itwas not 
funny, it was revolting. The water tasted like spoiled vinegar with an in- 
describably foul odor, an odor which instantly made me sick. I felt like 
spitting out the disgusting brew on the spot. I ran to the bathroom, un- 
embarrassed. After spitting repeatedly, I turned on the water, lowered my 
head, and put my mouth to the faucet to rinse out the bad taste. The next 
second, I jerked my head back. The tap water had the same odious smell! 

The pretty young receptionist was sitting behind her desk when I 
came back. When she saw me walk in, still wiping my mouth, she 
laughed. “You big city people are finicky,” she said. “It is not polite to 
spit out your host’s tea. But don’t worry, you'll get used to it soon.” 
Her voice was still as sweet as a chirping nightingale’s. But I noticed, 
with a shock, that behind her beautiful plump red lips were two rows of 
brown, twisted, rotten teeth. The teeth looked like a handful of dried 
and crushed baby corn. “Chairman Zhang will see you now,” she said, 
still smiling. 

Chairman Zhang was all smiles when I walked into his office. He 
pumped my hand rigorously. “Welcome! Welcome!” He said in a boom- 
ing voice. “We have not had new blood for some time and we desperately 
need young people like you. Sit down.” I sat down in a wooden chair fac- 
ing him, and he beamed at me as if he were appreciating a piece of newly 
acquired furniture. He was perhaps fifty-five, with a large, meaty face 
and thick lips. Perched above the lips I saw two small, oddly-shaped 
moustaches. I took a closer look and realized that they were not mous- 
taches at all, but long, black nose hairs protruding from his nostrils. 

Basking in the sunshine coming through the window, Chairman 
Zhang settled back in his chair. “See what a beautiful day it is to welcome 
you here. On behalf of the Party committee at the Salt Chemistry De- 
partment, I welcome you. Later, I will show you around and you will 
meet all the dedicated Party members. You will find that they have over- 
come many difficulties and have given themselves to the cause of the 
Party. I am sure you will learn from them and devote your youth to 
the...” As he spoke, his front teeth reflected the sunshine and shot 
golden rays around the room. Then I saw something in his mouth that 
made my heart skip a beat: beside his golden front teeth were several 
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black and brown rotten teeth in all shapes and sizes, just like the pretty 
receptionists. Something was wrong with this place, I thought, looking 
at the Chairman's terrible teeth. 

Later that afternoon, I met several other people, including the math 
teacher and the cook in the dining hall. Both were Tanggu natives, and 
both had rotten, twisted teeth. The encounter that made the strongest 
impression on me, however, was not one I had with adults, but with the 
math teacher’s four-year-old daughter. She was a lively little fireball. The 
moment she saw me, she took an immediate liking to me and showed me 
her drawings and sang the songs that she had learned at kindergarten. As 
she laughed and sang without self-consciousness, all I could see was little 
black rotten teeth jumping up and about in her lively mouth. 

That evening, alone in the small faculty dining room behind the 
kitchen, I managed to eat my first supper—steamed bread and stir-fried 
celery with tofu—but I barely touched the egg-drop soup, which tasted 
like spoiled vinegar. The cook came over to chat with me, bringing with 
him a pail of frozen sea bass to work on. He was a heavyset man in a 
sweat-stained shirt, and walked with a limp. In no time I turned our con- 
versation from the frozen fish to the smell of water. 

“Didn't you know?” He asked in surprise. “Everybody knows that the 
water in Tanggu is bad. It rots your teeth, softens your bones, and if you 
stay here long enough, sooner or later it will break a bone or two of yours. 
Three people from the department have fractured bones this year. I had 
a bad fall three years ago and broke my hip. It did not heal properly and 
Istill have a lot of pain when I walk. Some people get cancer too. An En- 
glish teacher died two months ago of pancreatic cancer. She was only 
forty-three.” He eyed me suspiciously as if I were one of the dumb frozen 
fish he had just slit open. “How did you end up here? Did you volunteer 
to come? You've got to be crazy if you did. Everybody here is trying to 
leave, you know, including the chairman himself. I have been trying to 
transfer to another place for fifteen years.” I was dumbfounded by the 
terrible secret of the place. 

That night I met my roommate (I did not get my own room, as 
Squash Face had promised) and, not surprisingly, found that he had rot- 
ten teeth too. He was an old bachelor, by the name of “Bookworm,” who 
taught biology. There were books piled everywhere in his half of the 
room—along the wall, on his bed, and under his bed, and a large pile on 
the shared desk that blocked almost half of the window. Except for a po- 
lite nod, the tall, stooped man took no notice of me and went on with his 
reading as I hauled in my things. 


232 WATER 


I unpacked quickly. I felt exhausted and went to bed early. But that 
night, tired as I was, I could hardly sleep. Every now and then when I 
dozed off, the pretty receptionist’s smiling face would appear and then 
change into a gigantic mouth full of monstrous, jagged teeth, swaying 
like hands, waving and beckoning me to go in. 

After two days of nightmares and unbearable thirst—for I had swal- 
lowed hardly any water—I knew I could not stay there and had to get 
out. But I soon realized that it would be a Herculean task. Rejecting the 
Party’s assignment was a cardinal sin, a political crime, and financial sui- 
cide. I mentioned my desire gingerly to the cook and he laughed. “Trans- 
ferring out of Tanggu?” he snorted at the mere mention of it, as if I were 
suggesting that we stir-fry the moon for lunch. “You don’t know what 
you are talking about: no one in the past twelve years has been trans- 
ferred out of the campus. The department knows if it approves a single 
transfer, it will trigger an avalanche of requests. The policy of this de- 
partment is that no one ever leaves this place.” 

From other staff members I easily confirmed the cook’s information, 
and I also discovered that many people in the department resented vio- 
lently anyone who harbored the wish to leave. No one embodied such re- 
sentment better than Mr. Gao, the faculty coordinator and my immedi- 
ate boss. The people in the department called him “Medicine Jug.” He 
had a frail and lanky frame and because he had a perpetual cold and a 
cough regardless of the time of year; he carried a mug of dark herbal 
medicine wherever he went. I could smell it halfway across campus, and 
the odor was as disagreeable as it was strong. 

No sooner had I mentioned my desire to transfer than Medicine Jug 
eyed me deprecatingly and sneered: “You want a transfer? That’s news to 
me. No one ever leaves this place. I was assigned here in 1960 and for 
twenty-two years I have been trying to get out. No one has, as long as I 
can remember. If you can get out of here someday, you will have single- 
handedly launched a satellite on this campus.” He took a sip from the 
dark medicine mug and spit the words through his gold teeth. “You will 
have to get my permission first, and the answer is and will always be—” 
Medicine Jug stopped spitting and chewed on the last syllables with rel- 
ish: “FORGET IT.” 

Medicine Jug had good reason to be bitter and hateful. Twenty-two 
years of political exile had reduced the once robust Shanghai native to a 
toothless walking skeleton. He had been branded an anti-revolutionary 
by the Communist Party in the late 1950s and banished to Tanggu, 
which was then no more than a sweep of arid wasteland. Twenty-two 
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years of political degradation had finally drained the last drop of hope 
from him. He had given up on returning to his hometown, and the only 
positive emotion left in him was the bitter and vicious enjoyment he de- 
rived from seeing people trapped in Tanggu with him. But Medicine Jug 
was far from unique on the campus in that regard—in fact, as I later dis- 
covered, he was far from unique in the entire town. 
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I must have caught a cold after my conversation with Medicine Jug that 
night. Dejected and exhausted, I walked for hours through the deserted 
streets in a chilly breeze mixed with drizzle, thinking about my bleak fu- 
ture. The next day, my fourth day in Tanggu, I had diarrhea. I went to 
the local hospital. The doctor had my stool examined and, finding noth- 
ing serious, handed me some pills and dismissed me. 

I gulped down the pills and set out to the department to request a 
transfer back to the main campus in Tianjin. I first presented the formal 
request to Chairman Zhang. The chairman’s nose-hair moustache visi- 
bly shook when he heard the word “transfer,” as if I had issued a per- 
sonal insult. 

“Well, Pm afraid that it will not be possible,” he said. His friendly 
voice had instantly switched to a bureaucratic monotone. “If people 
could go anywhere they wanted to go, our department would have emp- 
tied out a long time ago. Yes, there are some problems here, but the Party 
has been working hard to solve them, and it is our duty to obey the Party 
and serve the country.” He gave a long, standard speech explaining why 
the Party needed us there. It was a well-organized and well-rehearsed 
speech, one that he obviously had been giving for years. Finally, patting 
me on the shoulder and walking me to the door, he added soothingly, 
“Work here for a few years. The Party will make things better for you. I 
guarantee it.” 

I met the same response from the Party secretary. Secretary Zuo, the 
co-leader of the campus, had a plump, benevolent face like that of the 
smiling Buddha on the White Pagoda. The Party boss nodded very sym- 
pathetically as he listened to my request. His triple chin shook gently like 
almond tofu. 

“Yes, I understand your concern,” Secretary Buddha said affably. 
“Don't worry. The Party cares very much about people’s health. We have 
known about the water problem for several years and the Party has taken 
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measures to correct it. You see—” he pressed the arms of the leather chair 
and struggled to his feet. Walking to the window, he pointed to the west. 
“You see—in that direction, the Party has already drawn up plans to 
build a pipeline to bring sweet water from the Hai River to Tanggu. 
When the pipeline is finished, we will no longer have to drink bitter 
water any more. Let me show you how it works.” He dipped his finger 
into his teacup and drew a sketchy map on the glass top of his desk to 
show me how the more healthful water would be brought to Tanggu. 
“Wait for a few years. Things will be better.” The Party boss ended the 
semi-formal presentation with a jolly smile. 

“Don't believe that smoke-screen plan. Bah!” The cook spat on the 
ground emphatically to show his contempt when I asked him about the 
plan to bring better water to Tanggu. “Everybody knows the plan is a 
sham. It can only fool children. They have been talking about that pipe- 
line for years now, and no one knows when it is going to be built. Besides, 
according to the people at the municipal water bureau, the planned pipe- 
line is too small to begin with, and the little water we would get from it 
will have to be mixed with the local water anyway. With more pollution 
from the chemical plants now being built, the water from the pipeline 
wont even be enough to offset the new pollution. The water will only 
get worse.” 

Within three days, I visited all the local officials. Besides Medicine 
Jug, Chairman Zhang, and Secretary Buddha, I went also to the vice- 
chairman and the deputy secretary of the Party. I tried anyone who 
might have a little power and it was apparent that all the officials knew 
the seriousness of the water problem, and all had the same standard, pat 
answer to requests like mine. 

Disheartened by the futile visits and realizing that I would get no- 
where in Tanggu, I took the weekend train back to Tianjin. By din- 
nertime, I found Squash Face’s apartment in the college-owned apart- 
ment building near the campus. It was a small two-room flat, with the 
sitting room also doubling as a dining room. 

Squash Face was not pleased when he opened the door and saw me. 
“No, you cannot come back to Tianjin,” he interrupted my plea testily. 
“First of all, it is not in my power to transfer you back. Only the president 
and the Party secretary of the College, with the consent of your depart- 
ment, can make that decision. The Party did not make the decision casu- 
ally and it will not change it easily. I have sympathy for you, but there’s 
nothing I can do.” He stood up and walked toward the door. Holding 
the door open, he added, “To give you a piece of friendly advice so that 
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you wont waste a lot of time, your department and the College will never 
agree to the transfer. Remember I told you it is an autonomous campus? 
They have their own autonomous power. They have had a lot of trouble 
getting people there, and people there do not come back here.” 

“But why me? If you knew no one wanted to go there, why did you tell 
me it was the most desirable place to go?” I argued, standing still, trying 
to make a last stand. 

“I was merely obeying the orders of the Party,” he said coldly. “And if 
I were you, I would think twice before disobeying the Party’s order.” 

I shuffled to the door. My blood pounded so loudly in my ears that I 
could hear it. But angry as I was, I knew that the Party’s order was like an 
emperor's edict, and I could not criticize the Party under any circum- 
stances. I bit my lips and left. 

That night, on the empty train heading back to Tanggu, I gazed at 
the dark, desolate fields outside the window, not knowing what to do 
next. The frightening possibility seemed more likely than ever: I was 
trapped in that dreadful town just like Medicine Jug; and I would die 
with twisted teeth and crumbled bones. I shuddered even when my 
mind would allow me to only half focus on the thought. I thought of re- 
signing. But being rational, I knew the idea was absurd. In those years, 
by disobeying the Party, not only would I lose my city residency, housing 
assignment, and food ration, but I would become a political outcast. 

Transfer was the only way out, even though I doubted I would ever 
pull it off. 

I was awakened from a brief nap by a dull pain in my abdomen and 
had to rush to the train’s toilet. The diarrhea had come back. At the toi- 
let, however, a plan suddenly hit me. It was a plan only vague in outline, 
a plan without details. It was no more than that, but at least it was a plan. 

The next day, I went to the hospital to have a second examination, 
hoping that the doctor would find something seriously wrong so that I 
could be hospitalized, which would give mea reason for transfer. But the 
lab report was disappointing. It showed only a few red blood cells but no 
bacterial infection in the stool. The doctor glanced at the report, assured 
me that nothing was serious, and sent me away with a few more diar- 
thea pills. 

Even though the attempt to get out of Tanggu through a hospital door 
was thwarted, my basic plan was still intact. I knew that only a medical 
condition would enable me to leave. In the following week, I paid an- 
other round of visits to the homes of the five decision-makers of the 
department, and informed them of my “persistent diarrhea.” None of 
the officials, however, was impressed. They heard my request, reiterated 
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their faith in the Party to take care of the people, and showed me the door 
within ten minutes. The new hospital that the Party had just built for 
Tanggu, Secretary Buddha added confidently, was well equipped and 
would be adequate to cure my illness. 

I may have had a plan, but I had almost no confidence. In the course 
of the first month, instead of curling up with a book on sunny afternoons 
under the willow tree in the park as I had at first envisioned, I had spent 
many nights walking around the darkened, deserted park like a ghost, 
wondering if I should give up and resign myself to my fate, as traditional 
Chinese wisdom advised me to. Like Medicine Jug, should I be happy to 
know that when I died with brittle bones that at least I was not alone? 
But one night, as I passed through the dark shadows of the trees, I heard 
faint whistles from the train station. It was the last daily commuter train 
leaving for Tianjin. The sound stirred up something deep in my heart, 
something unreasonable and indomitable. I could not give up so easily. 
I would fight to the end. In my heart that night, I declared a secret war 
against the Party. 

The war would start with letters. Dragging my tired body back to the 
dormitory late that night, I turned on the bed lamp, pulled out a writing 
pad from under the pillow, and started writing. 

The first volley of my attack was to every member of the college’s 
Communist Party Committee, the president, the two vice-presidents, 
the Party secretary, and the deputy secretary. I knew I should not expect 
much and I was right. The first round of letters brought back standard 
replies, printed on the stationery of the president's office: 


Comrade Shen, 


We have received your letters. As people’s servants, the Party committee is 
very much concerned about your illness and it wishes you well. The com- 
mittee is studying your request now. As soon as we reach a conclusion, we 
will inform you. In the meantime, please remember Chairman Mao’s 
words: the revolutionary spirit will overcome any human disease. 

With the Highest Revolutionary Salute, 

The Communist Party Committee, 


[RED SEAL]. 


For the next few weeks, nothing came out of the “study.” I fired a sec- 
ond round of the letters, and then a third round a week later. But no fur- 
ther replies came back. 

Since the college officials no longer bothered to respond to my letters, 
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starting on the fifth week, I added national leaders in Beijing to my list 
of targets—the Minister of Education, Premier Zhao Ziyang, and Deng 
Xiaoping, the leader of the Communist Party. 

This time, I adopted new tactics to attack the dangerous opponent— 
to shoot my enemy with sugar-coated bullets, to kiss the enemy to death. 
It was the only safe way to deal with the Communist leadership. In each 
letter I first praised the Party lavishly for its “dedication” to the welfare of 
the people. In the second part, I complained tactfully to the Beijing lead- 
ers about the local officials’ failure to care for the suffering of the peo- 
ple—with myself as an example. At the end of each letter, I added plenty 
of pompous revolutionary slogans to show them what a good revolution- 
ary I was: “I trust the Party with all my heart! Long Live the Great Com- 
munist Party of China! Long Live the Revolutionary Spirit!” 

In short, I wanted to praise the Party vehemently in order to bend it to 
my advantage. 

Sometimes, in the small hours of the morning when I finished letters 
like these, I would sarcastically chuckle at their pomposity. Several 
weeks after I had sent the letters to the leadership in Beijing, Squash Face 
called. “We have received the letters that you sent to Beijing,” he said in 
a very annoyed voice. “They have been sent back to us. Actually, the let- 
ters were unnecessary. We have not forgotten about your case and have 
been studying it. We will make a decision soon. But since you have asked 
for it, why don’t you come down to the First People’s Hospital in Tianjin 
to have a checkup tomorrow, to see if you still have persistent diarrhea.” 

There was a pause and then a malicious, forced chuckle. “That'll help 
us make our decision. By the way, don’t write any more letters to Beijing.” 

The invitation caught me by surprise. I had not had diarrhea for some 
time prior to that day and if the lab result showed as much, my whole 
effort to transfer would come to nothing. Even worse, I would be 
branded a troublemaker and be persecuted politically. But I had to go. I 
went to Tianjin the next day. It was cold, and the wind was blowing 
fiercely when I stepped off the bus at the Trash Dump. The temperature 
had plunged to below zero in the morning, but I hardly felt itas I trudged 
to the Bald Donkey Inn, the cheapest hotel near the college campus. I 
was in a panic. 

I checked into the small, empty hotel. The room was unheated and 
through its second floor window I could see the bus station and the few 
travelers in heavy cotton coats stomping their feet, waiting for the next 
bus. I threw my bag on the nightstand and dropped down on the bed. 
The cold sheet felt damp. An hour before my scheduled appointment at 
the First People’s Hospital, despair sent me reeling. I prayed that some 
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miraculous illness would strike me immediately: Please God, save me, 
make me really sick now! If I don’t get sick fast, Pll be dead politically 
anyway. MAKE ME SICK, GOD, PLEASE! 

In a desperate attempt, I stripped off my clothes and sat naked by the 
window. The bitter Siberian wind was howling through the cracks of the 
dusty windowsill. Within minutes, I started to shiver violently, but I did 
not move. I sat for as long as I could bear. When I finally set off to the 
hospital, I felt weak and dizzy, but I also felt a “pleasant” growling in my 
abdomen. In the hospital, to my relief, I had to hurry to the restroom; 
and there, watery stool rushed out. The lab report showed that there were 
a few red blood cells in the stool. Seeing the report, I was relieved. I had 
managed to save myself for now. 

The precious lab report, however, exacted a heavy price from me. I 
have never had a very strong constitution, and for more than a week after 
my desperate escapade I suffered from a severe cold and lost ten pounds 
from a bad diarrhea. 

The day after my self-induced diarrhea, I sent the lab report to Squash 
Face. Sitting behind his huge stack of newspapers and his teacups, he pe- 
rused the report carefully. Finally, obviously disappointed, he raised his 
head. 

“The lab report,” he said, throwing it on the desk, “is inconclusive as 
far as your disease is concerned. We will have to study it further and re- 
port it at the next meeting. For now, you should go back to Tanggu and 
see if the diarrhea goes away in a little while.” 

Although the lab report brought no immediate results, the incident 
provided me a valuable lesson. I realized that I did not have to have diar- 
thea all the time: I could induce it on demand. Ten days later, just as I 
was almost fully recovered from the self-inflicted cold and diarrhea, 
Squash Face called to see if I was still sick and asked for another lab re- 
port. The Party Committee wanted to make sure that mine was a chronic 
disease, he said. They needed the report by Friday. This time, however, I 
was reluctant to replicate the feat in the hotel. The price was too high. I 
was still too weak to risk losing another ten pounds. Racking my brain 
for two days, I still had no idea how to produce diarrhea without risking 
my life. On Thursday morning, Squash Face called again, asking for the 
lab report. I could wait no longer. Having no choice, I walked nervously 
to the hospital that morning. As usual, in the doctor’s office, I was told to 
submit a stool sample to the lab. I went to the restroom, but the stool was 
solid and dry. I did not know what to do. Obviously, I could not give the 
sample to the lab—that would lead to disaster. But it was too late to strip 
off my clothes to produce a cold and real diarrhea even if I wanted to. 
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What could I do? The only remaining option seemed to be to slip away 
without submitting the sample and come back another time when I 
was “prepared.” 

I turned to leave the restroom. But as I was passing the dirty washba- 
sin on my way out, an epiphany occurred—one of those bolts from the 
blue that people say strike them like lightning. I went to the rusty faucet 
and turned, but it was broken and no water came out. So too were the 
other two faucets in the restroom. I ran outside and hurried along the 
corridor to find running water. On the third floor, in a restroom marked 
“Staff,” I found a faucet that worked. I casually lingered in the room, 
washing my hands slowly, until the last person left. Then, I carefully let 
a few drops of water drip into the wax box that held the stool sample, and 
with a discarded burnt-out match I found on the floor, stirred the stool 
to make it look natural. The warm, yellowish pulp looked repulsive and 
the thought of it was even more sickening—a college teacher and a 
grown man playing with feces. But I put a quick halt to such thoughts. 
This was not a time to be overly concerned about my dignity. I threw my 
head back, and with my eyes averted and my hands trembling with dis- 
gust, I stirred the concoction with the defiance that a proud political 
prisoner musters when facing a firing squad. 

I never expected that the feeling of revulsion would turn into irre- 
pressible wicked joy when I looked at the puzzled face of the doctor who 
read the lab report: “WATERY STOOL, NO BACTERIA OR RED 
BLOOD CELLS.” The disease would baffle many more doctors, to my 
delight. After discovering a safe, revolutionary stool-making technique, 
I put it to good use at least once a week and my crusade took a quantum 
leap forward. Before long and without any pain, I accumulated a stack of 
lab reports, which provided me with a steady supply of ammunition to 
press for a transfer as a sick and slowly dying patient. Week after week, 
though my sick pay was barely enough to cover the postage, I kept send- 
ing lab reports and pleading letters to the Party leaders in Tianjin and in 
Beijing. My vague battle plan had been filled in with some important 
details, but I would need another epiphany or two to win the war and 
leave Tanggu. 

But no matter how hard the battle was, I had become more deter- 
mined than ever. To the wall by my bed, I nailed a sheet of paper with the 
Great Leader’s famous quotation: “Harden our hearts, fear not sacrifices, 
overcome ten thousand obstacles, to achieve the ultimate victory.” 

It had now become my battle cry against the Communist Party. 
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Shortly after my letter-writing campaign, I opened up another front in 
my secret war against the Party. I started a weekly visit to each of the 
heads of the Tanggu campus. I knew that obtaining local consent was 
crucial. Squash Face had made it clear that the college would never ap- 
prove my transfer if the local officials staunchly opposed the move. 

This battle, I knew from the very beginning, would be the most 
difficult, as my early visits had shown. But I had one advantage against 
the Party officials: secret determination and hatred, the intensity of 
which they could never imagine. I laid out my battle plan carefully. I 
drew up a schedule of visits and hung it by my bed. Each evening after 
sunset, I checked the schedule and, like a vampire bat coming out of its 
cave in search of a meal, slipped out of the dorm to visit the home of one 
of the officials. I started each week with Chairman Zhang. 

As soon as I entered the chairman’s apartment, I transformed myself 
into a dying patient. My eyes went into a daze, my breathing became la- 
bored, and my mind began to suffer memory loss. Having set the proper 
mood, I started my speech. The first five minutes I fired a volley of sugar- 
coated bullets at the petty bureaucrat. “Chairman Zhang, I don’t know 
how to thank the Communist Party for doing so much for us ordinary 
people. As the Great Leader said, you are the true servants of the people. 
You work hard day and night for the welfare of the people. You are always 
concerned with the illnesses and suffering of the poor. China would not 
have become such a great country if it were not for the leadership of the 
Communist Party. The more I think of what I have today, the more I am 
grateful to the Communist Party.” 

Practice makes perfect. After several performances, I reached a point 
of delivering these pat-the-horse’s-behind flatteries without blushing, 
and with such sincerity that I could move a heart of stone. But Chairman 
Zhang’s heart was harder than stone. Although continually bathed in 
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warm, luxurious praises, he had hardened his heart and was resolved to 
guard the gates of the department. He would let no one out. 

I swallowed hard, eyes drooping wearily, and allowed a meaningful 
pause. Then I began again. It was time for launching the second volley, 
the outpourings of the frustrated heart of a revolutionary youth. “Chair- 
man Zhang, you know, I long to dedicate my life to the cause of the 
Communist Party. If only I were not sick. But, you know, I have been 
sick since I got here. You have seen my lab reports. My diarrhea—” 

“Yes, I know about your diarrhea. You have told me. The Party Com- 
mittee has discussed your situation.” Chairman Zhang attempted to cut 
short my familiar speech. But I was in a trance now and paid no attention 
to his efforts to stop me. 

“My diarrhea is getting worse now. I am very weak, as you can see, and 
I think—” my voice becoming fainter and barely audible, “I think Iam 
... going ... to die.” I allowed another pause. My head sank to my 
breast as if I were in the process of sinking into oblivion before the 
thirteen-inch Tv. 

After a moment’ silence, I raised my head slowly as though trying to 
perform a final act of defiant courage and strength—the last show of for- 
titude and moral rectitude by a dying hero, a fatally shot cowboy in an 
old American movie—and turned with an angry gaze at the chairman. 
It was the gaze of a dying man who was no longer afraid. “Do you really 
care about people's suffering? Are you a true member of the Communist 
Party? The Party cares about people’s suffering, but you don’t seem to 
care!” Growing louder, my voice rasped with a twinge of hysteria. “What 
have you done for the people? Living comfortably in your little house, 
smoking expensive cigarettes and drinking expensive tea, is that what 
you call caring for the people? Did you really take an oath when you 
joined the Party? Or did you sneak into the Party for some despicable 
selfish reasons?” 

No one had ever dared to speak to the chairman that way, and I was 
clearly out of my mind, desperate and scared by my disease. Even so, 
the chairman could not let such wicked accusations go unanswered. 
“Of course I am a true member of the Communist Party,” he protested 
loudly. “T joined the revolution when I was sixteen and joined the Party 
when I was eighteen.” He had fallen into the trap I laid for him. I ignored 
his claims and attacked him personally once again. 

“If you are a true communist, if you really followed the teachings of 
Chairman Mao, you would not have neglected the people’s suffering as 
you have. You told me every week that you were discussing my case with 
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the Party Committee, but you have never intended to solve the problem. 
You don’t care if I die or not, do you? I am going to tell the Central Com- 
mittee of the Communist Party what you have done, and let everybody 
else judge whether you are a true communist or not!” Working myself 
into a rage, I stood up and began shouting at the top of my lungs. Then 
I bent over and grabbed the back of the armchair as if trying to support 
my shaking body. 

“This is getting out of hand. I told you that you must obey the Party. 
It is not my decision; it is the committee’s decision.” The Chairman was 
angry now, frustrated, unable to answer the accusations. “You are not 
going anywhere. That is the decision of the Party. Frankly, we could not 
grant your request. And never will. The Party needs young people like 
you here.” The Chairman’s smoldering anger finally burst into flame. 
That fit perfectly into my plan. 

“You are a hypocrite! You pretend to care about people. You only care 
about your job. I will ... Oh, Chairman Mao, where are you? Please, 
help me!” My hands sweeping in the air in wild gestures, my mouth 
foaming, my eyes blank, I became incoherent, loud, and hysterical, 
choking on emotion. 

The drama had reached its scripted climax. Last was the deus ex ma- 
china, bringing deliverance to the deadlocked opponents. 

As I had expected, out scurried the Chairman’s wife from the kitchen. 
I needed her to complete my assault on the Party official. “Please,” she 
said, “please . . . please speak quietly. Comrade Fan Shen, I know Chair- 
man Zhang cares about you and if you will, please, sit down. Will both 
of you please sit down and talk this out quietly and peacefully? Shouting 
will not solve any problems.” She put her hands on his arm while he 
shook with rage. Encouraging him to sit down, she turned to me and 
pleaded, “Please sit down. Would you like some tea?” 

With the wife's soft voice, sense returned to me. I sat down as asked, 
and nodded my head. I could use some tea now after all the shouting. 
When the tea came, I received it with both hands, and with genuine 
gratitude, addressed the wife: “I don’t know how to thank you. I am so 
sorry that I’ve disturbed the peace of your house. Please forgive me. It 
was ... it was my illness that made me lose my head. I am so terribly 
sorry.” Turning toward Chairman Zhang, I looked at him with appeal- 
ing, sad eyes and made my voice quiver a little with regret: “Comrade 
Chairman, I must apologize to you for being so disrespectful. I don’t 
know what I am doing at times. My illness . . . you know. Can you for- 
give me? I know communists like you are caring people and I know you 
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have been working hard to help me. I should thank you instead of shout- 
ing at you. Would you please accept my apology? I know you have a gen- 
erous heart.” 

What could the Chairman do? Could he refuse such a generous apol- 
ogy and hold a grudge? Never. Especially not in front of his wife. With 
an effort, he relaxed the muscles that were distorting his face, and forced 
himself to produce a contrived smile. 

“Dont worry, I have been doing this for sixteen years,” he said. He 
looked at his wife, who nodded encouragingly. “I fully understand your 
emotions and I accept your apology. I will not hold this against you. In 
fact, I should apologize a little to you for losing my temper.” 

“Oh, Chairman, I don’t know how to thank you,” I said. “You are in- 
deed a generous person, a true communist. I know I can put my trust in 
you. I know you will help me to solve my little problem.” I was leading 
the drama in a different direction at that point. 

The Chairman then appeared uneasy again, as if he were an old catfish 
trying to remember whether this was the hook that he had bitten before. 
I knew he was thinking of how to get rid of me as fast as he could. “Yes, 
yes, I will try to bring your problem up with the Party Committee at our 
next meeting. The Party will do its best to help. But of course, there are 
many more urgent problems on our campus and we have to deal with 
them by priority. You must be a little patient. But when the issue comes 
up, you can be assured that I will try to help you.” 

I listened attentively and calmly, seemingly persuaded by the Chair- 
man’s promise. He seemed relieved that the unpleasant visit was coming 
to an end. Seeing my obedient face, he made the mistake that he would 
regret next week. He added the standard official line for closing a conver- 
sation with his constituents: “Let me know if you have any other prob- 
lems. I am always available.” 

“Thank you, Chairman, thank you, Mrs. Chairman, for your time. I 
wont take up your offer to bother you again unless I have new problems. 
I know how valuable your time is. After working so hard for the depart- 
ment day and night, you deserve some rest. If I have only minor prob- 
lems, I will just endure them myself and not bother you. Unless ... 
thank you, thank you... “ Mumbling and bowing, I reached out my 
trembling hands and grasped the Chairman's sweaty hands. After shak- 
ing them, I backed out the door with shuffling feet and downcast eyes. 

The play was performed five times a week, for a different audience 
each night. Monday was for Chairman Zhang and his wife; Tuesday, for 
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Secretary and Mrs. Buddha; Wednesday, for Medicine Jug and his wife; 
Thursday, for the vice-chairman and his wife; and Friday, for the deputy 
secretary and his household. As time went on, the visits had evolved into 
psychological melodramas, full of emotional twists and turns. The set- 
ting of the play was invariably the official’s living room-cum-dining 
room, a pleasant mise-en-scéne with one or two sofas, several chairs, a 
small television, a dinner table, and on the wall, a large portrait of the 
Great Leader wearing an olive-green jacket and a Red Guard armband, 
smiling and waving encouragingly to the actors. The time of the play: 
dinnertime. The cast: a young teacher as the tragic protagonist; an off- 
cial as the villain; and the wife as the knight in shining armor. 

The play always started with a long monologue by the young hero, 
who praised the Communist Party for caring for the people. In act two, 
the young hero accused the official of not carrying out the Party’s man- 
date and not caring about his illness. The antagonist, the Party official, 
would attempt to respond with vehement denials in act three. Act four 
featured the young hero working himself into a rage—appropriate be- 
havior for an impassioned, desperate, wrongfully treated man, a sort 
of a “dying Bartleby” striking back for once in his life. His raised voice 
and wild gestures have succeeded in working up his foe and igniting 
his anger. The shouting brawl ended in act five with the annoyed wife, 
the white knight, descending from the kitchen upon the combatants. 
The young protagonist would promptly simmer down, apologize for his 
angry words, and ask for forgiveness. Before his wife, the official would 
be obliged to be gracious and would invariably forgive the young man. 
The curtain went down when, confident that the official’s dinner and 
sleep that night had been ruined, the young man took leave of the 
fuming official, but not without first extracting a soon-to-be-regretted 
promise that he could come back if he had any other problems. 

I always had other problems, of course. The next week, we would all 
faithfully play our parts again. My previous training with secret police 
and other bureaucrats served me well as the star player and the director. 
I had learned how to appear weak, how to shoot daggers with my angry 
eyes, how to be on the verge of collapse, how to drop an occasional re- 
morseful tear—all without emotional involvement. Like a skilled pup- 
peteer, I knew how to manipulate my puppets’ behavior and emotions 
with delicate nuances. After weeks of honing my skills, I could tell 
from certain facial expressions and body postures the exact moment 
when each of my puppets had reached the desired critical point—the 
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threshold of helpless rage. It was like pumping up a balloon: at a certain 
point the skin of the balloon makes a squeaky sound when even slightly 
touched. Given even a little more air it will burst. 

In the midst of the endless but futile hospital visits, lab reports, and 
letters to officials, my evening visits to the petty officials were a small tac- 
tical triumph for me. After four months of house calls, it was easy to see 
the psychological toll that my visits had exacted on the officials and their 
families. There were quarrels in some of the families, I heard, and swol- 
len eyes revealed numerous nights of troubled sleep. Chairman Zhang’s 
small moustache had started to turn gray. Secretary Buddha had amassed 
another sizable layer of fat on his stomach and had more trouble getting 
in and out of his chair. Medicine Jug was visibly thinner (some insolent 
people even began calling him “Bamboo Stick”), even though he had 
doubled his intake of the vile brew he drank. For them, I had become a 
dreaded sight, a proverbial stone in the outhouse—hard and stinking. 
Without consulting each other, they had reached the same conclusion: 
the stinking stone must be kicked out at all costs, even if that meant the 
demoralization of the entire Tanggu campus and a deluge of requests to 
transfer. But merely hating me with a passion was not enough. They 
needed an official reason, a strong medical reason, to get rid of me. That 
I still needed to supply, although I didn’t know how yet. But it did not 
take me long to overcome this last obstacle. 


32 “You Have Launched a Satellite!” 


Despite the euphoric effects of my nightly performances, the psycholog- 
ical warfare was not without toll on me as well. It was hard not to be gen- 
uinely angry with the stone-hearted bureaucrats. Sometimes my anger at 
being held as the collateral of their misery and my fear of being trapped 
for the rest of my life would keep me awake all night. Each time I 
dragged myself before the officials, knowing full well what the outcome 
would be, I felt like a frog jumping against a brick wall, a senseless ani- 
mal throwing myself against a barrier without being able to budge it. 
They needed an excuse to get rid of me, and I could not give it to them. 
In those months, I had to lead a double life, in order to achieve my 
goal. The minute I stepped out of the dormitory room, I was a tortured 
invalid, slowly wasting away from diarrhea. Wearing a dirty old brown 
cotton jacket and walking slowly around the campus, I greeted people 
with a silent nod and vacant stares. Sometimes I doubted whether I was 
merely acting. I had lost my appetite and often felt weak; and when I 
spoke incoherently and wildly in front of the officials, it sometimes felt 
so natural that I was afraid that I might actually be going mad. 
Whether I could endure the isolation and depression and sustain my- 
self physically and mentally would ultimately decide whether I would 
outlast the officials. They had seen many people before me start a fierce 
battle only to be worn down by the political machine and resign them- 
selves to a dismal life in Tanggu. Medicine Jug, for example, was a 
healthy young man when he first came. For two and a half years, he 
fought a brave battle for transfer before he lost his health and spirits and 
succumbed to fate. So did the cook, who struggled gallantly for three 
years before he finally gave up. Compared to the power of the gigantic 
political machine, human efforts were inconsequential. To combat de- 
pression and sickness, to keep my sanity, and to compensate for what I 
could not do in public, I had to change myself into another person the 
moment I stepped into my room. In my sanctuary, I tried everything to 
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keep my spirits high. I sang my favorite revolutionary song “Harden Our 
Hearts,” did pushups and sit-ups, listened to music, and read novels. 

In those gloomy days, the only comfort of human contact I had came 
from conversations with Bookworm, my roommate. It took some time 
to break the ice, but once I gained Bookworm’s confidence, I discovered 
that he was the most eloquent man I had ever met. He could talk for 
hours, quietly, intelligently, knowledgeably, about any subject. From 
his dusty, frayed brown jacket and black cap, few could have guessed that 
he was once a well-known surgeon in the Missionary Hospital in Bei- 
jing. He lost his job in 1957 during the Great Leader’s campaign “to lure 
snakes out of their dens,” and was sent here to teach. 

Bookworm was the only person who knew what I was doing, and I 
knew that he would keep my secret. We never talked about it. The only 
time he spoke to me about my battle occurred one day after I came 
home from a visit, disgusted and discouraged. I collapsed on the bed that 
night, and did not get out of bed the next morning. Before leaving for his 
classes, Bookworm walked to my bed and said quietly, “Don’t give up.” 
I did not open my eyes and pretended to be sleeping as he silently placed 
something beside my pillow and left. As soon as he was gone, I picked it 
up and saw that it was Jack London's “Love of Life.” I sat up and read the 
thin book in one sitting, and the extraordinary tenacity of the man in 
the story, who did everything he could to stay alive, including killing 
and eating a hungry wolf, lifted my spirits and renewed my hope to beat 
the bureaucratic wolves. 

The weekly letters, visits to officials, and lab reports continued into 
the fifth month. There was no progress. I had heard nothing from 
Squash Face since I last submitted lab reports, and had gotten nowhere 
with Chairman Zhang and other officials. More than once, in the mid- 
dle of the night, I wondered whether Medicine Jug was right after all: 
“One person wants to launch a satellite? That’s like a filthy toad lusting 
after a swan!” 

Then one morning Squash Face called. “The Party is still studying 
your request,” he said, “and it has decided that you need to obtain a de- 
finitive diagnosis from the Tanggu General Hospital before we can con- 
sider the matter further. Get a definitive diagnosis as soon as you can.” 
He hung up before I could protest. I still did not have a complete plan, 
but now I was forced into a do-or-die situation. 

I went to the Tanggu General Hospital the next day and asked the 
head of internal medicine for an appointment. 

“What do you need a definitive diagnosis for?” the head doctor asked, 
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smiling, but showing pitifully brown and reddish gums. All of his teeth 
were gone, except for three blackened rotten stubs, like three charred 
skeletons after a forest fire. 

Without thinking, I blurted out, “I need it in order to transfer to 
Tianjin.” 

The doctor looked up sharply at my face. For a few seconds, he studied 
me with a fascination as if he were studying a rare deformity. “So, you 
want to escape from here, eh?” asked the decrepit-looking doctor. His 
tone quickly changed and his smile faded. 

Ina split second, I knew I had made a fatal blunder. 

“Everybody wants to leave Tanggu,” he said coldly. “I want to leave 
Tanggu, too. I have been here since I graduated from medical school. 
Nineteen years next month. But we don’t do diagnoses for that reason. 
It’s the policy of the hospital and the Party.” With a loud smack, he 
slammed my file shut and passed it to the nearby nurse. Argument would 
clearly be useless. 

I was crushed. I now had two massive problems: getting a definitive di- 
agnosis and having a diagnosis that would enable me to escape Tanggu. 
Without a definitive diagnosis, the Party would have a good reason to 
deny my request and pay no attention to me in the future. But even with 
a definitive diagnosis, my condition had to be more serious than watery 
stools. 

Two agonizing weeks went by, and, finding no way to get around the 
problems, I decided to give the hospital another try. I had little hope, but 
to avoid being recognized and rejected out of hand, I decided to disguise 
myself. Before I went the hospital, I put on an old greasy jacket that I bor- 
rowed from the cook. The jacket was so old that its original blue color 
had faded to gray and its dirty condition was repulsive and bound to 
elicit pity and contempt. I also borrowed a pair of dark-rimmed glasses 
from Bookworm. In the office of the head doctor, I meekly submitted 
my request for a definitive diagnosis. It seemed a miracle that the doctor 
did not recognize me nor remember my previous request. 

“What do you need a definitive diagnosis for?” he asked again with 
the same smile, showing me the same three black and rotting teeth. 

I had an answer ready this time. In a sheepish voice, so as not to appear 
too eager, I said, “I want to transfer to the Dagang District.” The Da- 
gang District was notorious, a barren expanse of salty marshes and reeds. 
Besides a few oil rigs and an infinity of mosquitoes, there was nothing 
there. The residents of Tanggu often comforted themselves with the 
thought that at least they were better off than the poor souls in Dagang. 
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“Why do you want to go to Dagang?” the doctor asked, obviously 
taken by surprise. His voice implied a different question: “Who the hell 
wants to go there?” 

“My fiancée is there. She works for an oil company. I have to be with 
her. And you see, I am sick here all the time,” I said in the weak voice be- 
coming a pitiful and helpless patient. 

The doctor straightened his back, looked at me through squinting 
eyes, and smiled: “All right, if that’s what you want. Tomorrow afternoon 
at 2:30, two other doctors will join me to give you a definitive diagnosis. 
Before you come to our meeting, you need to submit a stool sample to 
the lab first.” 

The next afternoon, before the 2:30 appointment, I went to the rest- 
room to prepare the stool sample. There, like a smart student taking 
an exam in his favorite subject, I proudly concocted the desired watery 
specimen one more time. By that time, I knew the precise amount of 
water needed for the sample, and I knew how to stir it slowly to perfec- 
tion. The yellowish pulp was no longer repulsive to me, and preparing it 
was no longer a source of shame. On the contrary, doing so had become 
the symbol of hope and deliverance in my war against an impersonal ma- 
chine: the warm yellow pulp against the cold blank faces of the Party. It 
had also become a source of joy—the thought of how the yellow stuff 
would utterly baffle the doctors elated me. I just wished I could see their 
puzzled faces. 

Full of good spirits and the kind of professional pride of a master ma- 
gician performing his favorite trick before a packed house, I presented 
the lab report to the three doctors. On examining the latest lab report 
and the stack of previous reports, the doctors were predictably baffled. I 
laughed inwardly, though my face was expressionless. The young doctors 
looked up to the head doctor who, struggling to come up with a possible 
disease, began to scratch his balding head with a pencil. I tried to keep a 
straight face. For several minutes, the young doctors and I waited. But, 
although they did not know it, if they could come up with nothing, I 
would be able to help them. I had had another epiphany. I knew the last 
part of my plan. I knew the name of my disease. 

I had coined a good name for my disease, a name that would sound 
like an incurable condition, a name that could be tied to the local water, 
a name that meant “transfer.” But I had to feed it to the doctors slowly 
and cautiously so that I would not wound their professional pride. 

“Last week, I went to a doctor in Beijing,” I began hesitantly, lowering 
both my voice and eyes in humility. The bald-gummed doctor looked 


“You Have Launched a Satellite!” 251 


up from a book he was consulting. “A well-known doctor from the Mis- 
sionary Hospital, Dr. Jia, suggested that my condition appeared to be— 
uh—neural-allergic intestinal inflammation. He said it was most likely 
related to certain chemicals in the water. Of course, I don’t understand 
what he means.” Looking up at the head doctor with the utmost respect, 
and with a voice quivering just slightly to suggest ignorance and respect, 
I added, “Is it possible that I have this newral-allergic something? You 
must understand what he means.” 

They all appeared to be enlightened. “Er—that’s quite possible,” said 
the head doctor as he nodded knowingly. The young doctors nodded 
with him. “But of course, we have to eliminate other possibilities first. 
You can leave the room now and wait in the hall. We will have a discus- 
sion of your case and will call you back soon.” 

Fifteen minutes later, I had a copy of the definitive diagnosis in my 
hands. I especially liked the look of the hospital’s big red official seal on 
it. It read: 


Definitive Diagnosis 


THE PATIENT SUFFERS FROM 
NEURAL-ALLERGIC INTESTINAL 
INFLAMMATION, LIKELY 
CAUSED BY DRINKING WATER. 


Dr. Pu Yi, Head Doctor 
Dr. Hu Zongnan 
Dr. Jian Nanxian 
Tanggu General Hospital 
[SEAL] 


I sent a new round of letters with copies of the definitive diagnosis to 
the college leaders in Tianjin and the Party leaders in Beijing, and I paid 
a new round of visits to the departmental leaders. I pointed out that the 
“neural-allergic disease” was incurable with any medicine and that I had 
no choice but to leave the area. 

Ten days after the letters a call came from Squash Face. His greasy 
voice sounded very upbeat and friendly. 

“I have good news for you. Don’t write letters to Beijing or to us any 
more. The Party Committee of the College has intensely studied your 
case. We have decided to transfer you to the main campus in Tianjin. 
You should report here next week. But! Don‘ talk to anyone in Tanggu— 
you know what I mean. You know your case was a particularly hard one 
and there was a lot of opposition in Tanggu to your move.” 
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Hearing the news, I knew I should rejoice; but I was too exhausted 
and too numb to even smile. I could hardly believe it was over. For six 
long months, I had been telling lies, pretending to be sick, manipulating 
people, living a double life, and concocting pulpy stool specimens—all 
for this day. But when the end finally came, I found I could not laugh the 
hearty laugh that I had dreamed of so many nights. 

The news of my transfer to Tianjin, however, exploded on the campus 
instantly like a small atomic bomb and shook every corner. To many at 
the Tanggu campus, it was an astonishing feat, an incredibly swift and 
complete victory. Everybody said I “had launched a satellite.” I was the 
first person to leave Tanggu in twelve years. 

“Congratulations!” said Medicine Jug when he burst into my dormi- 
tory room the next morning. He smiled broadly with his rotten teeth, 
grabbed my hand, and shook it feverishly. His stooped back seemed to 
have straightened up a little. “You have rocked the entire department 
and shattered morale here. Now everybody’s going to send in his request 
to transfer. You know, I always knew that you were different, that you 
would do something big. I have tried to help you as best as I could. You 
cannot imagine how stubborn all the other people on the committee 
were about your case. When you are at the main campus in Tianjin, 
would you put in a word for me?” He wanted me to thank him and to 
tell him the secret of transfer. So did all the other departmental heads, 
including Chairman Zhang and Secretary Buddha, who became ex- 
tremely humble and flattering in my presence. I was the hero of the de- 
partment. 

“Would you come to my house and have dinner with us tonight?” 
Chairman Zhang asked. “My wife is rather fond of you and she insists 
that I take you home tonight, or I'll be in big trouble. Would you please 
come? She’s making Kung Pao chicken tonight. She bought a young hen 
today.” His swarthy face looked so helpless and human that I could not 
bring myself to say no. 

“We will miss you so much,” said Secretary Buddha warmly as I came 
in for the transfer papers. “You are the most promising young teacher 
weve had for a long time. But the department will honor the Party’s di- 
rective. The Party needs you more at the main campus in Tianjin and so 
we will have to give you up. I feel honored to have known you. By the 
way, will you have time to have lunch at my home tomorrow? My wife is 
a very good cook and she was saying that it was a shame that you had not 
had a chance to try her cooking.” Again, compassion for fellow sufferers 
overwhelmed me and I accepted the invitation. I was not someone who 
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liked to hold a grudge and I was finding it hard to continue to despise 
these officials. They were as trapped and desperate as I had been. 

The only person on campus who said nothing and who seemed not to 
have heard the news was my roommate, Bookworm. As I was busy pack- 
ing, Bookworm spent the entire day in the library, coming back only late 
at night. The next day, the day of my departure, Bookworm disappeared 
early in the morning before I got up, and did not come back to say good- 
bye. I was very disappointed but I understood that my departure must 
have hurt him very much. 

To me, the victory that shocked everybody seemed rather senseless. I 
knew why I felt no joy, because it was a victory over a battle that should 
not have been fought. I had wasted more than six months of my life just 
to get to where I had started. That morning, I just wanted to slip away 
quietly and quickly. When the morning train chugged out of Tanggu, I 
felt that my mind was surrounded by a vast fog, much like the veiled, 
desolate cornfields outside the train’s windows. 

I bent down and slipped my hand into the satchel under the seat, look- 
ing for a book to read. What I pulled out was a thin volume with a black 
leather cover. The book was not in my bag when I packed it in the morn- 
ing. It was an old book, with yellow and brittle pages, and a title printed 
in gilt characters so faint that they were no longer legible. Turning to the 
inside cover, I saw the familiar words: “Love of Life” by Jack London. I 
knew who gave me the valuable parting gift. 


33 “I'm the Only One Who Reads Your Letters” 


If I was surprised that I single-handedly “launched a satellite” in Tang- 
gu, I was even more surprised when I bumped into Li Ling in the Na- 
tional Art Gallery in Beijing, just a month after my transfer to the main 
campus. I had not seen her since we left the East Wind Aircraft Factory 
nearly five years earlier, and we had lost touch after her marriage. 

She had not changed much. She still had her unique way of dressing 
elegantly but not extravagantly. She wore an unusual dark green short- 
sleeved blouse and a cream-colored skirt. She was examining a modern 
painting and I called her name. 

“Fan Shen?” she asked, turning and drawing closer. Her eyebrows 
arched a bit, but her voice was calm and even. She did not seem sur- 
prised. “You have changed so much that I would not have recognized 
you on the street. With your glasses, you seem a much more mature per- 
son now, not like the little boy who once sat in my dormitory looking 
at my stamps.” I blushed a little at the mention of that memorable mo- 
ment. 

“You look taller and thinner now. A bit too thin. Were you sick?” she 
asked. 

“Yes, but I am fine now,” I answered. “It’s a long and interesting story. 
I will tell you about it someday. But how have you been? You haven't 
changed a bit.” 

“Nonsense. I am much older now,” she said, smiling. “But a woman 
has many tricks to hide her age. And I am not going to tell you about 
them.” 

I felt my face grow hot. Changing the subject, I asked, “Do you come 
here often? I bet this is a place you frequent. I remember how much you 
loved art at the factory.” 

“Yes, I spend a lot of time here, almost every weekend, just by myself,” 
she said matter-of-factly, which surprised me a little. 
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“I heard you were married,” I added. “How is your husband? Is he al- 
ways busy on weekends?” 

There was an awkward pause, which made me regret the question. 

“He has other interests,” was her terse reply. She sat down on a bench 
by a bronze bust of the Great Leader. All of a sudden, she looked tired. I 
sat down by her. 

“T have always wanted to thank you for all the books that you lent me 
during those years,” I changed the subject again, not wanting to embar- 
rass her. “They helped me a lot during those crucial, difficult times. Re- 
member the book by the German composer Schumann that you lent me? 
I still carry quotations from the book everywhere I go.” 

It took her a moment to remember the book. She had read so many 
books; it was natural that she had to search her memory for a few seconds 
to remember it. But when it came to her favorite books, she always had a 
perfect memory. 

“Are you still reading Nietzsche? Are you still studying German?” I 
knew her twin passions and how mention of them would always relax 
her and excite her. 

“Yes, I still read Nietzsche,” her face brightened up. “More than ever 
these days. It is difficult to be a woman, especially in China. And, ironi- 
cally, Nietzsche gives me the strength to be a real woman.” 

I understood what she meant by “ironically.” Nietzsche seemed to 
have contempt for women in general. 

“Men just do not understand what a woman has to go through in life,” 
Li Ling started to talk in the familiar tone of a philosopher. “Most 
women dont understand themselves, either. That’s why Nietzsche belit- 
tled women.” 

As often happened, her words soon started to fly past me, uncaught. 
When she spoke, I was frequently more fascinated by her facial expres- 
sions than by her words. When intellectually engaged, she spoke slowly, 
testing each word before setting it free. In the Gallery that day, she was 
engaged. Her white face started to flush, and her eyebrows arched up- 
ward one at a time. I could not take my eyes off her, and absorbed her im- 
age and her tone more than her words. I had not read much Nietzsche 
since leaving the aircraft factory—and even then, I read just enough to 
be able to converse with Li Ling. That was why I felt inadequate once 
again in the Gallery, just as I had many times before. 

“I think Chinese women deserve to be treated this way, myself in- 
cluded.” Li Ling’s words floated by. I wondered what she meant when 
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she said that men did not understand women, and what exactly she 
thought it meant to bea woman. But! did not ask. She seemed so certain 
about these things, as if they were obvious and common knowledge. It 
was a habit that sometimes irritated me, a habit of briefly mentioning 
thoughts that she had been contemplating for a long time as though they 
were merely reminders to her audience. 

“Does your husband understand you?” I asked. 

“He is a man,” she answered. 

Conversations with Li Ling were always like this, I reflected. En- 
chanting, frustrating, and tiring. She had a way of meaning more than 
what she said. She liked to speak in riddles, to have people guess, perhaps 
as a way to challenge them to argue. But few people dared to. 

Since I had to get back to Tianjin that afternoon, we parted at the mu- 
seum gate with too many things still to talk about. It was strange that we 
picked up our conversation so naturally after five years. And since I had 
read many books and was more her equal now, our conversation became 
even more interesting. 

After our meeting at the Art Gallery, we started to write each other. 
The letters became frequent. Li Ling wrote long and complex letters. As 
in our conversations, we wrote mainly about serious subjects: art, sci- 
ence, history, and literature. I remember letters on the Big Bang theory, 
plate tectonics, game theory that had gained currency in both politics 
and computer science, and Stendhal, Hegel, and Goethe. My letters 
were generally shorter than Li Ling’s, as I was mostly the listener and 
questioner, the same role I had played during the factory years. Li Ling 
was mostly the speaker. Once, in answering a simple question on yijing, 
a notion in Chinese literary criticism, she wrote two long letters, one 
sixty-nine pages and one eighty-one pages. They were not so much let- 
ters as brilliant booklets. I was dazzled by her knowledge of ancient Chi- 
nese authors. Previously, I had thought that she much preferred Western 
authors to those of her native country. 

Once a month, whenever I could spare the time and money, I would 
go back to Beijing and meet Li Ling and spend an afternoon talking. We 
usually met at a museum—the Natural History Museum, the National 
Museum of History, or the Museum of Chinese Military History. As in 
the aircraft factory, our meetings were always platonic; we never hugged 
or kissed or touched, except for a brief handshake when we greeted each 
other. 

Only once did circumstance press us closer. On New Year’s Eve 1983, 
when all the museums were closed for the holiday, we met in a subway 
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station near Tiananmen Square. For two hours, we stood leaning against 
a marble pillar and talked. We watched trains come and go and looked at 
people jammed against the windows in the train. We watched but did 
not comment. Both of us concentrated only on each other and our con- 
versation. She was wearing a large, fluffy coat and a maroon scarf, and 
her soft pretty features were half-buried in the high collar and scarf. It 
was warm underground, and her white face gradually turned crimson. 

It was already dark when we finally walked up the stairs to leave. I 
went with her to the bus station. It was rush hour, and the station was 
packed with people carrying shopping bags filled with fresh meat, live 
chickens, fruits, and vegetables, anxious to get home and prepare their 
New Year’s Eve dinner. The large, extended buses came every ten min- 
utes, but they were almost full when they arrived and could take only a 
few people. The crowd was angry and impatient. Some young people in 
the back pushed hard when a bus came and arguments broke out. I 
hardly noticed. Pressed hard against each other, I could feel my body 
touching Li Ling’s, and through the thick winter coat, I seemed to be 
able to feel her soft warm body. We remained silent and still. Li Ling did 
not like to talk in crowds. Her beauty always drew stares, and speaking, 
I think she figured, would only make the situation worse. 

When Li Ling was finally about to board the bus, she turned to me 
and said quietly: “Next time you write me, you dont have to say ‘give my 
regards to your husband.’ I’m the only one who reads your letters.” 

It was very odd for her to say this. I guessed that there must be some- 
thing wrong with her marriage, but I did not ask. 


34 The Campaign for a Passport 


After winning the transfer battle and settling down in Tianjin as a 
teacher, I began to transform myself into a new person. There was no 
need to pretend to be an invalid any more. To regain my health, I threw 
myself into a rigorous exercise program: running four miles every morn- 
ing, lifting weights, and playing volleyball with a varsity team. In a few 
months, I gained back the lost weight and my strength. During the fall 
semester, I taught freshman courses with great enthusiasm and consci- 
entiousness. I loved teaching and tried a number of innovative tech- 
niques. But, as usual, I hated the political seminars that the faculty had 
to endure one afternoon a week. 

Despite the joy I got from teaching and my letters from Li Ling, I did 
not lose sight of my larger goal. It had been a year and half since my 
graduation from college and soon I would be eligible to apply to study 
abroad. As the semester ended, I decided that it was time to start a new 
campaign, to apply again for a passport. I had kept in contact with the 
American university, and the graduate chairperson had informed me 
that they would grant me a new scholarship next year. 

I asked Squash Face about the process of obtaining a passport and 
found out that it was just as difficult as it had been in Lanzhou Univer- 
sity. Here, it required at least three approvals—one from the college, one 
from the Industrial Ministry in Beijing, and one from the Bureau of 
Public Safety in Tianjin—and I knew each one would be a formidable 
obstacle. 

The Monday after I handed in final grades, I began my campaign. At 
the college’s office of Internal Security I handed in my application to ob- 
tain an approval. Even before I went to see Director Zhou, I had heard 
from my colleagues that the security director was the most dreaded 
bureaucrat on campus. A retired commissar of the People’s Liberation 
Army, Director Zhou wore an unusually large, gold-plated pin of Chair- 
man Mao prominently above his breast pocket and was known as Direc- 
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tor Pinhead; he was the only one at the college who still wore the emblem 
of the Cultural Revolution. 

My interview with him went badly from the start. As I sat ina wooden 
chair facing the dreaded director, he slowly flipped through my file, and 
I sensed trouble every time the muscles of his face twitched, reminding 
me of a horse’s behind stung by a horsefly. I knew what sorts of things in 
my personnel file would set off alarms in the Director’s mind: my father 
was acommanding officer in the army; I was arrested once in connection 
with a convicted and executed anti-revolutionary; and I had suspicious 
contacts with an American teacher while in college and had been investi- 
gated by the secret police. On top of all this, I wanted to go to the United 
States, the bastion of capitalism. Even before he reached the last page, I 
knew from his grim face what conclusion he had reached. 

“What can a young man hope to learn in America?” he asked but did 
not wait for me to answer. “Certainly not revolutionary ideas. Young 
people all want to go there for money. They all say that they will come 
back to help build the communist future, but who are they kidding?” 

He raised his eyes and scrutinized me for a few seconds before speak- 
ing again. “Frankly, I see serious problems in your application and I will 
have to conduct a thorough investigation first before I make my de- 
cision.” 

“Thorough . . . investigation?” I asked. “How thorough?” 

“Tt may take a few months,” he said. 

I knew what he was doing. My application was for the fall semester, 
which was nine months away. If he sat on the file for a few months, my 
application would be as good as dead. Getting a passport from the Bu- 
reau of Public Safety alone, they say, would take at least six months. 

“But the investigation is not the most important thing,” he said. 

“Not the most important thing?” I was surprised. Was there some- 
thing worse waiting for me? 

His twitching face confirmed my suspicion. “We need to talk first 
about the Party’s policy of sending young people abroad. How will you 
serve the Party?” 

From his tone I knew a long lecture was coming. 

“The Party, as the Great Leader said many times, needs a lot of in- 
tellectuals and experts. But we need Red intellectuals and experts, not 
White intellectuals and experts.” 

“As a young intellectual,” Director Pinhead continued, “you must 
work hard first to make sure that you have acquired a pure Red heart be- 
fore you spend time on other studies. I saw that you once applied to join 
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the Party. In fact, I have eleven applications in your file that you wrote 
when you worked at the aircraft factory. They were good applications. 
That’s the sort of thing a young man like you should be thinking of do- 
ing now, instead of going to America. As an experienced old revolution- 
ary, I can tell you that there are a lot of temptations in America, bad 
temptations, bad elements that will corrupt you if you do not have a 
solid Red heart. You don’t want to be corrupted, do you?” 

I blinked, shook my head, and smiled blankly. I knew I had met an- 
other Mr. Breakwind. 

Director Pinhead had a lot of time and never tired of educating a 
young man like me. During the next few weeks, whenever I went to Pin- 
head’s office to inquire about my application, he would give me a tedious 
lecture. At the conclusion of each lecture he would tell me that my appli- 
cation was still being studied and investigated. It was already March. 
Despite all the torturous lectures, I continued to visit Pinhead and me- 
thodically and doggedly pursue his approval. It was exactly the same sort 
of thing that I had done with Chairman Zhang, Secretary Buddha, and 
Medicine Jug in pursuing a transfer from Tanggu. Here, though, antago- 
nizing officials was out of the question and medical tricks would get me 
nowhere. 

Just as I thought I could take no more of Pinhead’s verbal torture, my 
friend Young Einstein called and told me that his passport application 
had just been approved. It was just the kind of success story that would 
renew my hope. 

“Dont give up, my friend,” he said in his usual upbeat manner after 
hearing my depressing tale of Pinhead’s lectures. “Remember, the cold- 
est and the darkest moment of the day is just before sunrise. Pll tell you 
how I got my passport the next time I see you. You'll be shocked to know 
how cunning I have become. Fight them. Don't have mercy on those 
Party bastards. They are not human beings.” It was always somewhat 
frightening to listen to Young Einstein. He was too blunt and too bold, 
too ready to speak dangerous “blasphemy.” I wanted to tell him how my 
friend Fountain Pen died because of his loose mouth, but I was afraid 
that the phone might be tapped. So I made an excuse and cut the call 
short. 

But his phone call rekindled my burning desire to succeed. Doggedly, 
I continued my visits with Pinhead. My efforts must have moved Lady 
Luck—or at least Daughter Luck—who intervened on my behalf a few 
weeks later. 

One afternoon, as I was lying in bed recuperating from one of Pin- 


The Campaign for a Passport 261 


head’s longer lectures, Squash Face paid an unexpected visit to my dor- 
mitory room. Grinning from ear to ear, he greeted me with the sort of re- 
spect and warmth that immediately alarmed me. 

“The Pink Luck of Lotus! The Pink Luck of Lotus!” Squash Face 
said. “Guess what? You have become the luckiest person on campus!” 

“Only if I'm the only person on campus,” I said sullenly, slowly roll- 
ing over to sit up. I thought Squash Face must have been bored this after- 
noon and decided to drop in to torture me. “Pink Luck of Lotus” means 
luck in sexual encounters. 

“Believe it or not, the Pink Luck of Lotus has fallen on your head. The 
daughter of President Jiang told her father that she has a crush on you! 
Who could have thought that! President Jiang has asked me to be the 
official go-between.” 

I rolled to my feet, shocked. The girl was well known throughout col- 
lege. Dark and fat, Lulu very much took after her father. I had seen her 
once or twice on campus, rushing about like the wind in her brown army 
boots—she had just been discharged from the army after serving five 
years. Despite her appearance, people said that she had a very sweet tem- 
perament and was a good cook. Her father was also the president of the 
college and owned a spacious four-bedroom suite, so conventional wis- 
dom—Chinese conventional wisdom—had it that she was a good catch. 
“Of course you need to consider this proposal very carefully,” I heard 
Squash Face say. “Don’t refuse an offer from President Jiang casually. 
Lots of people dream of having such an opportunity. Besides, as far as 
your political future is concerned . . .” He left the sentence unfinished, 
quite sure that we both knew what he meant. 

To Squash Face’s surprise, I readily consented to meet Lulu. A plan 
had instantly occurred to me. 

My first date with Lulu was a dinner at President Jiang’s home. The 
meal was good. After dinner, President Jiang excused himself and went 
to his office to make phone calls. His wife served us tea and fruits, and 
left to do the dishes. My conversation with Lulu went very well. I found 
her to be well read, sincere, and honest. I told her about my plans to 
study in the U.S., and Lulu was delighted with the idea. She said that she 
would like to study in America, too. 

The second date took place the next Sunday in the People’s Park. I was 
surprised by how much we thought alike. We both loathed the phony 
political study sessions, and we both longed to have more freedom. Al- 
though we did not mention it, I sensed that Lulu also shared my fear, a 
deep-seated fear that found its voice only in my dreams. Perhaps because 
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she had been in the army, Lulu was unusually straightforward, even 
blunt. 

“I hate being the president’s daughter,” she said, sucking a popsicle. “I 
hate the phoniness of those suitors who visit me because they want access 
to my father’s power. But who can blame them? We all use whatever 
power is available to get what we want, don’t we? I am not above playing 
that game either. I know you are applying to study in the U.S. and you 
need help. Pinhead will sit on your application until it dies. But I am 
thinking of studying in the U.S. and I need help, too. I don’t know how 
to apply and my English is not good. That’s why I asked to meet you. I’m 
sorry that I had to use a go-between, but I can’t stand this country any- 
more and I want to get away so much. Would you help me so that both 
of us can go to America?” She extended her hand. 

I took her hand and sealed the pact with Lulu. It turned out we had 
the same plan. I would help her with application letters and tutor her in 
English, and she would have her father influence Pinhead to help me get 
security clearance. We would pretend to be boyfriend and girlfriend for 
the time being. 

“Let’s have a toast, comrade-in-arms,” Lulu said, raising a bottle of or- 
ange soda. 

“May we both succeed,” I said as I solemnly touched my bottle to 
hers. 

A few days later, Squash Face told me that President Jiang had said 
that the dates had gone satisfactorily and he and his family approved of 
the relationship going forward. “Congratulations,” said Squash Face, 
smirking and squinting. “I never imagined that you were such a fortu- 
nate and charming person. First getting out of Tanggu, and now getting 
hold of President Jiang’s golden apple. By the way, I have sent a word on 
behalf of President Jiang to Director Zhou about your application. It 
will be processed soon.” 

By the end of the week, Pinhead had stamped the office’s seal on my 
application. I had no doubt that he did so with reluctance, but President 
Jiang had made him an offer he could not refuse. Bypassing two dozen 
people with more seniority, the president offered him a three-bedroom 
apartment in a new residential building, a reward for “his exceptional 
service to the college.” 

I took a train to Beijing the same day to obtain the second approval, 
that of the Industrial Ministry. No time was to be lost. I had already 
written to all my friends in Beijing, asking for any connections to the 
Ministry. Strangely enough, of all my friends, the one who helped me 
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the most was Old Brother, my onetime fellow prison inmate. I had run 
into him a year before at a farmer’s market in Beijing; he had just been 
released after serving four years for manslaughter and was running a wa- 
termelon stand on Boxer Street. Old Brother had many useful street 
friends in the city, so I went directly from the train station to Old Broth- 
er’s watermelon stand for help. 

“Don't worry,” Old Brother said, handing me a big slice of water- 
melon. “I know a friend at the electricity bureau who knows people at 
the Ministry.” 

At ten oclock the next day, I met Lao Fu, the friend Old Brother 
found for me, at the first floor entrance of the Ministry. 

“Your problem is nothing,” Lao Fu said. “I know someone who works 
in the deputy ministers office. He will do this favor for you, but youd 
better do something to thank him.” He put out his hand, with all five 
fingers stretched toward me. I nodded. Five cartons of good cigarettes 
was not an unreasonable price. 

At the Sea Dragon restaurant that evening, I handed Lao Fu seven car- 
tons of Great Chinas; the two extra cartons were for Lao Fu himself. 

“It was a piece of cake,” he said, stashing the cigarettes into his brown 
canvas bag. From his breast pocket he carefully took outa piece of paper 
and passed it to me. It was the official letter of approval, complete with a 
big red seal. “You know how Shrimp got the seal for you? He walked into 
the office when the secretary was out to lunch. He knew the key was in 
the drawer, so he helped himself to it, and stamped your application 
himself. You are very lucky. Otherwise, you would have had to pay the 
secretary as well.” 

Back in Tianjin, I handed in my application, along with all the letters 
of approval, to the office of Passport Control at the Municipal Bureau of 
Public Safety. It was the third and last approval I needed for my passport. 

“You can go home and wait now,” said the official behind the glass 
window without raising his eyes. “From what I see in your personnel file, 
to be honest, you may have a long wait. In the last few months, the rela- 
tionship between China and the United States has deteriorated, as you 
know. The approval process may take six to twelve months. We will in- 
form your college if you are approved.” 

In the small waiting room, a young man in a fashionable brown 
leather jacket confirmed what the official had said. “My application was 
handed in eight months ago and has not yet been approved,” he said. 
“Yours could be an even longer wait.” It was July already and I knew that 
if I were delayed another year, I would lose my scholarship. I could not 
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sit and wait, I decided. I had no choice but to declare a second war on the 
Party’s bureaucrats. 

Against the bureaucrats in Passport Control I immediately launched a 
tenacious campaign. I liked the military analogy. My battle involved 
many of the elements of actual warfare: determination, courage, risk, 
strategy, and weapons. For the assault, I employed all the conventional 
Chinese “weapons” for such a battle: hand grenades (bottles of liquor), 
twenty-gauge shotguns (cigarettes), bangalore torpedoes (smoked sau- 
sages), and time bombs (smoked chicken), all very effective in this kind 
of close-range, hand-to-hand combat. Of course, the specific ordnance 
differed for each encounter, but with a little reconnaissance, what was 
needed could be easily ascertained. Before I moved in on the enemy, I al- 
ways found out what brand of cigarettes or liquor the target liked, or in 
the case of someone who did not smoke or drink, what kind of meat he 
liked. Occasionally, I encountered “incorruptible” officials, who had a 
reputation for not accepting gifts. These were dangerous hidden strong- 
holds that had to be captured in devious ways. In such cases, I would tar- 
get best friends or superiors first. Few people will refuse a favor requested 
by a best friend or superior, no matter how incorruptible they might oth- 
erwise be. As an experienced general and tactician, I planned each of my 
moves carefully. I did not want to obliterate the enemy, but only to bend 
it to my will. 

As before, the first step was to mobilize my network of friends in order 
to find connections that would lead to the official in charge of Passport 
Control, an Officer Ke. The chain of connecting links began with Lulu, 
who introduced me to a friend of her mother’s, Dr. Mu of the Third 
People’s Hospital downtown. This was an important connection. In the 
game of networking in China, two kinds of people are most useful, as 
characterized by their instruments: a stethoscope (a doctor) and a steer- 
ing wheel (a professional driver). They were the ganglia that connected 
the nerves in the social network. Dr. Mu agreed to help. 

Among Dr. Mu’s patients who owed him favors was Ms. Zhu, the per- 
sonal assistant to the deputy mayor of Tianjin. Dr. Mu had written sick 
leave slips for her in the past whenever she wanted some vacation time. 
Armed with gifts and a generous introduction from Dr. Mu, I visited 
Ms. Zhu in her office. “No problem,” Ms. Zhu said, smiling amiably af- 
ter reading Dr. Mu’s letter. “Dr. Mu's friend is my friend.” She sat down 
at her desk and quickly flipped through a big notebook filled with names 
and phone numbers. Then she picked up the phone and dialed a friend 
at the mayor's office. 
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The friend, Ms. Ji, owed a big favor to Ms. Zhu. Ms. Ji knew a Captain 
Cai who had just been promoted to the position of chief of traffic con- 
trol. 

Several dinners later, I got acquainted with Captain Cai. The final 
connection was soon made: Captain Cai knew Officer Ke at Passport 
Control; in fact, he had recently taken care of a traffic ticket for one of 
Officer Ke’s brothers. Captain Cai agreed to speak to Officer Ke to expe- 
dite my application. All this networking was expensive but I had no re- 
grets. After my last dinner with Captain Cai, I found that I had three 
yuan and twenty cents left in my pocket. I had exhausted all my savings. 

Two weeks later, at the end of September, Pinhead told me to report to 
the office of Passport Control at once. There, a smiling Officer Ke 
greeted me in the reception room. “Why didn't you tell me earlier that 
you were a good friend of Captain Cai?” he rebuked me amiably. “Tt 
would have been much easier if I had known. Here is your passport. You 
got really lucky. We have just been ordered to suspend the processing of 
applications to America.” 

That evening, I received another piece of good news: Lulu, with my 
help, had been accepted at an American university and granted a fellow- 
ship. She had just started working on her application for a passport. With 
her father’s connections, she did not expect much trouble. 

At that point, all I needed was the visa from the U.S. Consulate, or so 
I thought. 


35 “Savor It” 


I had seen very little of Li Ling in the past few months, having been busy 
pursuing connections in order to obtain my passport. When I finally saw 
her in October, after I received the passport, I was shocked to see how 
pale and thin she was. She was practically a skeleton, wearing a loose- 
fitting dress. 

“I have just come back from death,” she said calmly. “Don’t be so 
shocked. I am ox now. There is one good thing about losing a lot of 
weight. Your hair grows a lot faster. I have always wanted to have longer 
hair, and now I have it. See,” she said, and turned around. Her black hair 
now reached her waist. 

In the quiet hall of the Military Museum, we sat on a leather bench 
facing an old cannon. I listened quietly as Li Ling talked in a flat tone 
about her latest near-death experience and her troubled marriage. 

“I have never wanted to tell you about the troubles in my marriage, 
because I am ashamed of them. I even have trouble talking to my mother 
about them. I did not want to admit that I made a mistake. But since you 
want to know what I have been through in the last few months, I have to 
start with my marriage. You know that we got married hastily, right be- 
fore we separated to go to different colleges. 

“The marriage was troubled from the start. One issue was children. 
Long before I got married, I decided that I would never have a child. My 
family and I have suffered so much that I couldn't bear the thought of 
bringing another life into this miserable world. But my husband was the 
only son in his family and he was determined to have a child bearing his 
family name. After the marriage, he tried to force me to get pregnant. He 
forbade me to use birth control devices or pills, and frequently searched 
my belongings to see whether I had hidden anything. Each time he 
found birth control pills in my various hiding places—under the mat- 
tress, in the cracks in the floor, even among my underwear—he would 
throw them away and raise hell with me. 
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“In the last four years, despite my efforts to hide the pills and take 
them whenever I could, I got pregnant three times. The first two were 
normal pregnancies and I ended them with abortions. My husband was 
mad about it, but I did it anyway. When I had my third pregnancy, he 
vowed to watch me every minute. He forbade me to go to a clinic. But 
the third pregnancy was an abnormal one, which was not discovered un- 
til the growing fetus broke an artery in my fallopian tube. One morning 
in May, just as I was stepping out the door, I collapsed on the stairs. For- 
tunately, my neighbor, a taxi driver, found me and brought me to the 
emergency room. By the time I got to the hospital, I had lost so much 
blood that the doctor said that I would have died if I had come in half an 
hour later. The day after emergency surgery, I was nearly killed again by 
a careless nurse. She was supposed to insert a tube into my bladder to 
drain the urine. But she did not insert the tube far enough, and by eve- 
ning I was so sick and bloated that I nearly passed out. My husband, 
meanwhile, refused to call a nurse. He thought I was just complaining 
for no reason. At midnight, a second nurse noticed that something was 
wrong with my pulse and that I was semiconscious, and she called in the 
doctor. They reinserted the tube, which saved my life.” 

She took a deep breath, as if trying to decide whether to continue her 
story. I waited patiently. 

“But the troubled pregnancy was only the beginning of the end of the 
marriage. A month after my discharge from the hospital, I got an anony- 
mous call at work, urging me to go home early. I did and discovered my 
husband in bed with another woman. I never found out who placed the 
call, but it did not matter. 

“T had always tried to maintain our marriage, even through all the ar- 
guments that I had with my husband, because I was taught to honor 
marriage no matter what. But adultery was the last straw, and I finally 
filed for divorce and moved back to my mother’s home. I am still feeling 
ashamed that I failed to save the marriage. I felt it was my fault. But I am 
glad that I can spend as much time as I want on my books, my writing, 
and my painting now. My first short story has just been published. It is 
about my experience in Shaanxi as a Beijing Kid.” 

She spoke without emotion, her beautiful face completely calm. But I 
could sense great emotion in her heart, and I was shocked by her story. I 
never imagined that a strong woman like her could be so weak in her 
marriage. 

I had just one question, a question I had wanted to ask her years ago. 
“Why did you marry your husband in the first place?” 
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“Certainly not for his looks,” Li Ling replied tiredly. “I don’t care 
much about the appearance of a man, as you already know. My husband 
was not good-looking by any means. I married him out of a sense of obli- 
gation: his parents and my parents were good friends. He was my class- 
mate throughout my high-school years and he was my most devoted ad- 
mirer. During the Cultural Revolution, after my father died, he was the 
only one who dared to speak to me; and in my desperate loneliness, his 
love was the only comfort I had. In 1968, we were both sent to the same 
village in the countryside that you were. Because of all this, when we 
were about to go to college and he asked me to marry him, I felt that I 
had an obligation to do so, even though I did not love him. I was too tra- 
ditional and weak. I did not want to disappoint my mother and his par- 
ents, who naturally expected us to get married. I felt that I could belong 
to only one man, the man my mother had chosen for me. The marriage 
turned out to be a total disaster from the start. He had little interest in 
books and arts, and he drank and smoked excessively. When he was 
drunk, he would sometimes abuse me verbally. That is why I spent so 
much time in museums, the only places that I could find peace and com- 
fort. It took me many years and nearly cost me my life to finally muster 
the courage to break the cycle of pain. But I am glad it is over now.” 

At the subway station in front of the museum later that afternoon, 
we parted as friends, just as always, but I had the feeling that there was 
something more that she wanted to tell me. For a moment, I wondered 
whether I loved her, or could love her. But I dismissed the idea quickly, 
as I had during the factory years. She was too superior and too beautiful 
for me. 

In the next few weeks, we saw each other more frequently as I worked 
to obtain my visa from the U.S. Consulate in Beijing. When I was not in 
Beijing, we wrote each other frequently. 

On the first Monday of November, I received a letter from her. Judg- 
ing from its thickness, I thought she must have hit upon another intellec- 
tual subject she felt passionate about. I let the letter lie on my bed and 
waited till evening, when I would have more time to read and ponder her 
lengthy discourse on some weighty matters. And weighty matters in- 
deed! But not what I had expected. There was a copy of her short story 
and with it was a short letter. 


The letter read: 


I have just finalized my divorce. I know you are going abroad in a month or 
two and therefore whatever I say will not change anything important be- 
tween us. But I have to say it before you go, because I have kept it inside for 
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many years and cannot do so any longer. I want you to know that I LOVE 
YOU! I have loved you for the past twelve years. I did not tell you this be- 
fore because I was not sure if you would be interested in a woman who was 
seven years older than you. But I loved you all the same. I loved and re- 
spected your ability and tenacity, the real strengths of a man. 

I have started a new life for myself too. I am applying to a graduate pro- 
gram at Beijing University to study microeconomics. 

I do not expect you to say anything to what I have just said, other than to 
know my true feelings for you. 


Strangely, something in Li Ling’s letter had thrown a switch in my 
mind, connecting her heart to mine. And it surprised me that my feel- 
ings for Li Ling, suppressed for so many years, emerged so strongly after 
I read her letter. There was nothing else I could do. I took the 9:47 train 
to Beijing that evening and proposed to her. 

We got married the next week. Our wedding was a simple one: regis- 
tration at the City Hall and a modest dinner at a small restaurant near Li 
Ling’s home. My parents, as expected, were opposed to the marriage and 
did not attend the wedding dinner. Li Ling, my mother said, was a nice 
girl, but she was not from a revolutionary family and would be political 
trouble for the entire family. My father refused to allow Li Ling to visit 
their home, and my mother cried and begged me to reconsider. It felt like 
I was leaving a funeral when I left my parents’ home. 

At the office of registration, Old Brother was the witness and best 
man. At the dinner, the restaurant owner, a buddy of Old Brother, pre- 
sented us with a bottle of wine, and Old Brother practically drank the 
whole thing. “The day you have good wine is the day you must get 
drunk,” he said each time he filled his glass. 

We did not exchange rings at the wedding: neither of us could afford 
it. We decided to exchange books instead. After dinner, I opened the gift 
from Li Ling. It was a collection of short stories about the Beijing Kids 
in Shaanbei. Her story was the second in the collection. My gift was 
wrapped in red paper. Li Ling opened it carefully. 

“Ah! This was my father’s book!” she cried. She looked at it for a long 
time; then a stream of tears dropped on the frayed cover of the book. “I 
remember I used to sit on his lap and look at this book. He would be so 
happy to know that it came back to me.” It was an illustrated history of 
Western art, the book with pictures of naked women that I had taken 
from her house in the early days of the Cultural Revolution. “How did 
you get the book?“ 

“I was one of the Red Guards who robbed your family at the begin- 
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ning of the Cultural Revolution.” My words came out laboriously. “I 
took the book from your father’s library. I am so sorry for what I did.” 

“Shhhh,” she put out her hand and pressed her fingers to my lips. “It 
is all past. I am only sorry that my father did not live to see this day. He 
was such a learned man. Did you know that he killed himself after the 
raid?” 

“Uh-uh,” I lied. I did not have the heart to tell her how her father actu- 
ally died. 

We took a room in Li Ling’s mother’s two-bedroom apartment. On 
our wedding night, after we closed the door of our small bedroom, I told 
Li Ling that I was a virgin and did not know how to make love. 

“Dont you worry,” she said, dimming the lamp by the bed. The faint 
light looked like a candle, making the room a cozy Arabian cave. The 
new quilt and comforters that her mother had made for us took on an in- 
viting reddish hue. “I will teach you. I will make you very happy.” 

She was true to her words. Never in my life had I been so happy. She 
was a great lover—slow, careful, and sensual. “Savor it,” she whispered, 
as her hand brushed and touched my body. 

The next morning, Li Ling whispered dreamily into my ear: “This is 
the love that I have been dreaming of all my life. When I was in high 
school, I once sneaked into my father’s library and found a forbidden 
book, an Indian book called Kama Sutra by Vatsyayana.” Her memory 
of long foreign names always amazed me. “The book was two thou- 
sand years old, and was about techniques of making love. According to 
the book, a man’s life has three priorities: Dhama, which is ambition 
or career; Atma, health; and Kama, sexual pleasure. Without Kama, a 
woman’s sensual love, says the book, a man will not be able to achieve 
complete Dhama or Atma. And only when someone has acquired all 
three is he able to reach supreme happiness, Altha. I think that makes a 
lot of sense.” 

As we lay in ecstasy, a sense of regret and guilt crept over me. I wanted 
to say how wonderful it would have been if we had had the courage to 
confess to each other earlier. We would have been married ten years ago, 
in the Aircraft Factory. But what was the use of talking about would- 
have-beens? I lay still, feeling her warm body, and listened happily to the 
quiet noises her mother made as she moved about the kitchen preparing 
lunch. 


36 Don’t Laugh Yet! 


In late November of 1984 I received my visa from the American Consul- 
ate. But I felt no sense of relief. There was no celebration, no looking 
back, no wild elation. Any such reaction would be bad luck. China was a 
highly unpredictable country: too many people celebrated prematurely, 
only to be crushed by political winds that shifted at the last minute. Be- 
sides, the Party had just erected a new hurdle for me to jump over; the 
previous month it had instituted a new policy: after the approval of a 
visa, a passport holder had to go back to the security bureau to obtain an 
exit permit. 

Even with the passport and visa in my pocket, my heart was heavier 
than ever. The new regulation had caught many people by surprise. Peo- 
ple who had obtained all the permissions, the passport, and the visa, sud- 
denly found that the government had been toying with them. Many peo- 
ple had their passports canceled when they applied for the exit permit, 
often for completely inexplicable reasons. 

This happened to Young Einstein shortly before I received my visa, so 
I was forewarned. I had invited him to my place for dinner, to celebrate 
his impending departure for America. Li Ling made “Squirrel Fish,” 
fried carp with sugar syrup, and I opened a bottle of sorghum liquor, a 
wedding gift from Smoking Devil. After several glasses, Young Einstein 
told us the story of his adventures and how he spent the last two years 
trying to obtain the passport. It turned out that his experience was not 
too different from mine. He finally bribed a security officer with money 
he borrowed from his relatives. “The devil will push the millstone if you 
pay him enough,” he said, quoting a Chinese saying. “Within a week of 
the payment, I got my passport. I am going to buy the plane ticket to- 
morrow after I check in at the security bureau. The longer the night, the 
more nightmares a person will have, as the saying goes. I will get out of 
the country as soon as I can. Let’s drink to my departure!” We laughed 
and clicked our glasses. 
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But it is bad luck to celebrate. Young Einstein did not buy the plane 
ticket the next day, nor the next week. I accompanied him the next day to 
the Beijing Bureau of Public Safety to obtain his exit permit. The official 
sitting behind the desk glanced at his passport for a few seconds and then 
abruptly threw it in his drawer. 

“Your passport has been canceled,” he said, closing the drawer. 

Young Einstein almost jumped up. “What!?... Why? . . . How?” he 
stuttered, his eyes wild with surprise and fear. 

“Your school, the School of Agriculture, belongs to the jurisdiction of 
Weeds County,” the official said, as if explaining a simple arithmetic 
problem to a first grader. “Although Weeds County is part of Greater 
Beijing, your passport must be issued by the Weeds Bureau of Public 
Safety, not by the Beijing Municipal Bureau. So there is nothing I can 
do. You must go back and reapply for your passport and visa.” He 
sounded very logical, and he seemed to be extra patient with my friend. 

“But I spent two years!” Young Einstein cried. “The school year will 
start in three weeks. How can I get another passport and visa in three 
weeks?” 

“That’s not our concern,” the official replied in a monotone. “We have 
to go by the rules. Someone made a mistake when he accepted your ap- 
plication here. There is no point in arguing about whose fault it is. The 
upshot is that you have to start again if you want to go.” 

“But it was your office that approved my application and issued me 
the passport in the first place,” argued Young Einstein. “How could the 
government make me pay for its mistake?” 

The official raised his head as his eyes narrowed and his tone turned 
threatening. “Are you accusing the government? Given the security risks 
and your family problems, your application should never have been ap- 
proved in the first place! You will never get out of this country if you have 
this attitude!” 

Shaking with anger, Young Einstein stumbled out of the office with 
me. That night, he told me that he had devised several schemes to get 
back the passport and “kill the bastard behind the desk.” 

“Dont be carried away by the moment,” I said, trying to calm him 
down. “Killing the petty official wont make the slightest difference to 
the bureaucracy. You have to go the old-fashioned Chinese way, and use 
the network that will lead to him. Everybody, even a dog, has someone 
that he will listen to. Let’s find that someone. I will let my friends know 
and we will help you. Let’s start right away.” 

The next day, we mobilized our networks. The first person I contacted 
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was Old Brother, whose Boxer Street watermelon stand was so successful 
that he was opening two more in nearby streets. 

“Your friend’s problem is my problem,” Old Brother said right away, 
pointing to his fat bare chest. “My watermelon stand is a superhighway 
that can lead anywhere, even to the bedroom of Premier Li Peng. PI get 
on it today.” 

Li Ling also contacted all her friends. 

Like a wave, our friends contacted their friends. The circle got wider 
and wider. In two frantic weeks, after many bottles of liquor and car- 
tons of cigarettes, we found a woman whose sister was married to the 
official who had taken Young Einstein’s passport. We gave the woman 
three hundred yuan and she agreed to deliver some gifts to her brother- 
in-law and put in a good word. By the end of the second week, four days 
before Young Einstein’s graduate program was to start, he was sum- 
moned to the office of the Passport Control. Without expression, the 
official took the passport out of his drawer and threw it across the desk. 
“You are very lucky,” he said with a dry chortle. “I will be a saint this one 
time only.” Like a thief, Young Einstein snatched the passport and fled 
the office. 

He took the earliest flight he could find and left China two days later. 
After seeing my friend off, I had an attack of despair on the way back 
from the airport. Would I be able to join my friend in America someday? 

To prevent a repeat of Young Einstein's experience, I again activated 
my network in Tianjin before I dared to submit an application for an exit 
permit. With money borrowed from Old Brother, I threw a lavish ban- 
quet for Captain Cai and Officer Ke, who both promised to put in a 
good word for me. I could hardly believe my eyes when I received my 
passport back two weeks later, with a slip of white paper attached. It was 
the exit permit. I could not believe that I had been let go so easily. For the 
next few days, I waited for the Party to pull another trick that would 
block my departure. 

Besides, there still remained one more barrier. The plane ticket from 
Beijing to San Francisco cost thirteen hundred yuan, and my wife and I 
had only forty-five yuan in the bank. I did not have relatives who could 
lend me that much money; nor could I go to my father for it. Even if he 
had it, my father would refuse to lend it to me. He did not approve of my 
traveling to the U.S. in the first place; it was a potential risk to his career 
in the army. Old Brother had pledged all his savings, three hundred 
yuan, to me and had promised to help borrow the rest from other friends. 
But that might take a few weeks. 
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The day after I received the visa, I went back to the college in Tianjin 
to fill out the many papers needed to leave the country. I had to go to half 
a dozen offices to resign my position, to suspend my food ration, to sus- 
pend my residency, and to get my foreign currency allowance. For a 
whole day, I rushed from one office to another, trying to finish the pa- 
perwork as soon as possible and trying to avoid anyone I knew. But, as 
fate would have it, as I was leaving the last office, in walked President 
Jiang, the last person I wanted to see. 

“Ha! You are just the person I have been looking for,” he said. “I heard 
you have obtained your passport. Is that your passport? Let me see it.” 
He took the precious booklet from me and carefully examined it. “Come 
to my office with me,” he said and put my passport into his pocket. 

I almost jumped on him. Blood pounded in the back of my eyes. The 
invitation sounded ominous. This could only mean trouble. I had kept 
my promise and helped Lulu apply to American universities. She had 
been admitted and her passport had been approved. Did my sudden 
marriage to Li Ling upset the old man? 

“Tt looks like you are all set to go to America,” he said as he closed the 
door of his office. “Congratulations. That will be beneficial to both of 
us. 

I stood by the large desk, my eyes on the brown-covered passport in 
the president's hand. 

“Relax,” said President Jiang. “I am not upset about your marriage, 
and Lulu is not either. Remember how I helped you to obtain your pass- 
port? I can help you again, if you do me a favor. And of course, I can still 
call the security bureau to reexamine your passport. It’s your choice.” He 
paused, taking another look at the passport. “Do you have enough 
money to pay for the plane ticket?” 

“No, I dont,” I admitted. “But I will borrow it from—” 

“No need for that,” he interrupted. “I will lend you the money, and 
you dont have to pay it back. That is, I will ask the college bursar to give 
you a loan. But there are two favors that I ask of you. If you can do me 
these favors, the college will forgive the loan.” 

I could not believe my ears! A parting gift from the Communist Party! 
Literary ironies did not get better than this. I consented to the condi- 
tions immediately—to help Lulu get her visa and to help find an oppor- 
tunity for President Jiang to visit a U.S. university as a visiting scholar. 

An hour later, I walked out of the cashier's office with a thick envelope. 
I had never seen so much money in my life. 

The next day, I bought the plane ticket. But still, I dared not celebrate. 
I told only a few friends that I was leaving. 
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My last dinner at my parents’ house did not go well. I had quarreled 
with my mother. She wanted me to take three extra tubes of toothpaste 
that she had bought for me, so that I would not have to spend hard cur- 
rency on something cheap and readily available in China. I refused. My 
suitcases were packed with books and, if I were within the weight limit, 
I would rather take an extra book than three tubes of toothpaste. She got 
very upset. When the dinner was over and I was leaving, she barely nod- 
ded her head as a way of saying goodbye. 

As I was packing, Baby Dragon and Old Brother paid mea visit. Baby 
Dragon came in a new army jeep, and was visibly annoyed by the pres- 
ence of Old Brother, the rough-looking watermelon monger. I was sur- 
prised at how much my childhood friend had changed. At twenty-nine, 
he was already stooped. 

Old Brother did most of the talking. He was excited about the new 
stands that he had just opened and promised me the royal treatment 
when I came back from America. “Oh, before I get carried away,” he 
said, “I have a small gift for you.” He took out a small silk box and put it 
in my hand. Inside the box was a small snuff bottle with a woman in a 
traditional dress painted on it. 

“This is a Ming Dynasty bottle from my grandmother,” he said. “It’s 
probably worth a few hundred dollars. If you are hard up at the begin- 
ning in America, you can sell it.” 

“I cant possibly accept such a valuable gift,” I said, deeply moved. 
“Besides, it’s from your grand—” 

“You must take it if you don’t want to insult me,” said Old Brother 
firmly. 

My hand was slightly shaking as I put the box in my shirt pocket. 

“I have a gift for you too,” said Baby Dragon. “It will remind you of 
your friends from the Big Courtyard.” 

Baby Dragons gift was a small packet wrapped perfunctorily in brown 
paper. I opened it. It was a red silk armband. I unfolded it and saw the 
familiar words: “hongweibing (Red Guard)—The Great Wall Fighting 
Team” written in faded gilt characters. Having moved so many times in 
my life, I had lost my own armband and I was quite emotional at seeing 
the red armband that marked the beginning of my revolutionary career. 
Holding the emblem of revolution in my hand, I wondered if it signaled 
the end of my journey as a Red Guard or just a new chapter in that 
journey. 

Smoking Devil sent a letter to me and wished me well in America. He 
could not have sent me a better parting gift than the news about himself 
and other Beijing Kids. “I have been promoted to deputy secretary of the 


276 WATER 


county,” he wrote. “But my biggest achievement is that I am the father of 
six girls, and my wife is due with the seventh in two months. This time, 
I am certain that I will be the proud father of a son! I can tell from the 
shape and size of my wife’s belly. All the village experts agree with me 
that it is going to be a boy.” 

Of our other friends, he told me that Water Buffalo, the only Beijing 
Kid from our village who managed to return to Beijing, was paralyzed 
from the waist down and had tried a few times to kill himself with pain- 
killers, but the expired pills from the state pharmacy were ineffective and 
only burned a hole in his stomach. Moon Face was doing well. He had 
just published his first novel and had become a local celebrity. 

Little Lenin had also sent me a letter, which brought a mixed bag of 
news from the East Wind Aircraft Factory. Master Pan had been allowed 
to transfer to a factory in his native Sichuan province after his daughter 
died during an outbreak of meningitis which also took six other lives, in- 
cluding Old Revolutionary’s. But the biggest news at the factory was that 
they had torn down the statue of the Great Leader which we used to pass 
twice a day on our way to work. “In the name of reform,” Little Lenin 
wrote, “they blasted the statue to bits in the middle of the night. The 
whole factory was shaken the entire night by the explosions. Half of the 
workers were there to witness and enjoy the historical event. But the Old 
Man was tough, and would not give up his magnificent post easily. The 
first few explosions, with smaller amounts of dynamite, made only a few 
pitiful holes in the pedestal. Finally they tripled the amount of dynamite 
and the Old Man was reduced to aloud boom and a shower of shards and 
stones. But those bits and pieces took out most of the windows in the ad- 
ministration building, so he had his small revenge.” 

After all these years of battling the Great Leader and his Party bureau- 
crats, I wished I could be there to witness the historical event and to see 
the Great Leader blown to pieces. It would have been the best parting 
gift of all. 


The night before my departure, Li Ling and I slept very little. Lying in 
bed, we talked about the latest stories that she was writing, developments 
in research on the yijing theory, and the economic theories of John May- 
nard Keynes, which Li Ling had just begun studying. It was odd, I later 
thought, that we should have talked about such idle subjects on the eve 
of a long separation. In all likelihood, it would be at least two years be- 
fore we would see each other again, and we had been married less than 
three months. As if by agreement, we avoided talking about the trip, the 
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future, and the inevitable moment of saying goodbye. It was just like the 
old days, sitting on the rough benches in front of the testing bay at the 
aircraft factory, talking about books and ideas. Both of us, entranced by 
“useless ideas,” knew that night that we were forever joined in our hearts. 

Neither of us knew that this would be the last time that we would ever 
be truly happy and peaceful together. We did not know that Li Ling had 
breast cancer that had been quietly growing and was about to spread to 
the rest of her body. We did not know that she had only a few years to 
live. On that last night, holding each other tight, all we knew was that 
there was a heaven. 

(Shs) 

Flight 789 from Beijing to San Francisco took off at 11:28 A.M. and im- 
mediately rose steeply into the clouds. The Boeing 747 was packed. Most 
of the passengers were Chinese dressed in ill-fitting Western suits. There 
was an atmosphere of general excitement in the cabin, with happy con- 
versations among the passengers and the continual clicking of beer bot- 
tles. But I did not pay attention to any of it, and I was not rejoicing alone, 
in my heart of hearts. I was still living in the last moments at the airport, 
passing through the gate for international flights and waving quickly to 
Li Ling, who struggled to wave back in the crowd that tightly encircled 
the gate. My mind was full of fragmented thoughts and images and I felt 
very lonely and very tired. I was in a partial state of shock from every- 
thing I had been through, and separating from my beautiful wife and 
flying to America. 

Since the plane was heading west, the daylight disappeared very 
quickly. Less than two hours after takeoff, the sun had disappeared be- 
low the horizon. I looked down at the ocean thirty thousand feet below, 
which looked like a giant piece of gray tofu. Even though I knew we were 
probably a thousand miles from the coast of China, I still tried to keep 
cool and would not let my heart get too excited. Having been through so 
many disappointments, I still could not believe that my troubles were all 
behind me, and I still thought that getting too excited would be bad 
luck. I sat back and tried to think of some practical things to occupy my 
mind so that I would not think too much about actually setting foot on 
American soil. That possibility was still too far off for me. I raised my 
hand and slid it into the breast pocket of my shirt and felt one more time 
the crisp paper inside. All the money I carried to America was this single 
piece of paper, a hundred dollar bill. Tomorrow, I thought, I would start 
a new life from scratch with this paper. It would not be easy. I knew 
one hundred dollars was not enough for my first month’s rent and food, 
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and I did not know where I would get more money. But having fought 
through and overcome countless obstacles, I was confident that I would 
manage to survive. I thought that I had better start thinking of a plan. 

Bending down, I groped in the handbag under my seat and took out 
my diary, which was a parting gift from Li Ling. The diary was thick. Be- 
tween the pages was the armband that Baby Dragon presented me. I 
touched the soft red silk and gazed at the flowing bold golden words on 
the silk band, “The Red Guard,” in Chairman Mao’s calligraphy, and 
thought of the huge fire in the Big Courtyard on that hot summer day so 
many years ago and the happy faces of my friends when we first wore the 
red armbands. Looking at the new diary, I remembered the phony dia- 
ries that I dropped into the exhaust tunnel of the testing bay. A strange 
and oddly frightening thought suddenly struck me: from now on, for the 
first time in my life, I did not have to write down my thoughts in a code 
only I could understand. I could write anything I wanted in plain lan- 
guage. What a strange feeling it must be to write that way! 

I decided to try the new way of writing. I took out a pen and started 
the first entry in the diary, in plain language. But I only wrote down the 
title of the entry “My plan in America,” and then I stopped. I found I 
was too tired to concentrate. I closed the diary and dozed off. I did not 
sleep very long, however, for as soon as I drifted to sleep, I had a terrify- 
ing dream, in which I saw Bean Sprout smiling at me and thick black 
smoke coming out of his mouth. I was glad that a soft voice interrupted 
the nightmare and woke me up. 

“Would you like something to drink?” At the voice, I opened my eyes 
and saw the smiling face of a flight attendant. 

“Do you have bottled water?” I asked. 

“Yes,” she said with a smile and handed me a bottle with a glass. 

After she left, I sat up and slowly poured the water into the cup. I took 
a sip. The water tasted cool and sweet. Sweeter than any water that I had 
tasted in my life. All of a sudden I thought of the bitter water in Tanggu, 
and all the troubles that I went through to get out of that place and to es- 
cape the endless reach of the Party, and my sweet wife whom I had left 
behind, and I could not control my emotions anymore. Tears came to 
my eyes, but this time I did not try to choke them back as I always did. 
Through my blurred vision, I looked at the crystal water in my hand and 
thought of the bittersweet victory that I had won. After trying to escape 
for so many years—four years in the countryside, six years in the aircraft 
factory, four years in college, and two years in Tanggu and Tianjin—I 
had finally done it; I had beaten the Great Leader and I did not have to 
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pretend to be a revolutionary anymore. No more “patting-the-horse’s- 
behind” to get ahead and no more fears of the terrible power of the Great 
Leader and the Party. I savored the tears that ran down my face: they 
were not only for all the things and all the time that I had lost but also for 
all the things—love, freedom, a new life—that I had gained. They were 
tears of victory. 

One after another, the tears rolled down my cheeks and dropped into 
the cup in my hand. I took a sip of the salted water, and for the first time 
in my life, I let my heart laugh. 
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